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ABSTRACT

This study is concerned with the early development
of trade unionism in the British motor and aircraft
industries. 1Its aim is to estimate the course of union
membership and organisational density, to identify their
main determinants and to analyse the evolving pattern of
organisation. The chief emphasis throughout is on the
motor industry but considerable attention has been paid
to aircraft manufacture because of the existence of
close links between the two industries and the possibility
of useful comparison between them. Chapter One defines
the scope of the study, reviews the theoretical
literature on union growth and development in structure
and gives a preliminary discussion of its application to
this particular area. Chapters Two and Three decribe the
'maiﬂ phases in the growth of trade unionism and provide
rough quantitative estimates of changes in union strength.
Chapter Four applies the analytical framework developed
in Chapter One to build up an intuitive model of union
growth in the motor and aircraft industries. Chapter
Five analyses the developing pattern of organisation in
the context of the appropriate literature summarised in
Chapter One. It is concluded that the path of union

growth in the motor industry was determined by the inter-




play of general movements in the economy which operated
on employment, prices and money wages with certain
features of the motor industry's development, chiefly
its technical and market structure, that of its labour
force and the working conditions prevailing within it.
The pattern of union organisation in 1946 is seen as
the result of trade unions having different initial
Jurisdictional bases responding to pressures arising
out of general economic movements e.g. depression and
changes in production tecﬁniques in the automobile,

aircraft and engineering industries.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

In the years since the Second World War the motor industry has
cometo be regarded as one of the strongholds of British trade unionism.
Rightly so, for manual workers inthe major British motor plants were
virtually 100 per cent organised by the mid - 1960s. (1) The major
unions represented in automobile plants by the mid - 1960s were the
Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers which was estimated as
having between 60 and 70 thousand members in the industry, the
Transport and General Workers' Union, with ahout the same number,
the National Union of Vehicle Builders with almost 40 thousand and
the National Union of General and Municipal Workers with about 10
thousand. In 1972 the N,U,V,B. amalgamated with the T.G,W.,U,,
enhancing the latter's relative pogition in the industry, In addition to
these major unions a number ofothers, e. g. the Electrical Trades Union,
United Patternmakers' Association, National Union of Sheet Metal Workers,
Iron and Steel Trades Confederation and the National Union of Foundry
Workers shared between them some 15 to 20 thousand members in the
mid - 1960s. (2) The pattern of trade union organisation in the motor

industry was somewhat distinctive as all the major unions tended to be

(1) At this time there was 100 per cent trade union organisation
among manual workers at B, M.C.,, Pressed Steel, Rootes,
Standard Triumph, Rover and Jaguar. Ford workers were 99
per cent organised and Vauxhall workers 85 per cent. See
H.A. Turner, G. Clack and G. Roberts, Labour Relations in
the Motor Industry (1967), p. 195, hereafter referred to as
Turner et, al. (1967)

(2) ibid,




represented in the main plants so that according to Turner et. al. "One
of the outstanding characteristics of labour organisation in the motor

(1)

industry is multi - unionism'’,

Union strength has not always been characteristic of the motor
industry. Before the Second World War automobile firms were noted
for their low degree of union penetration. Contemporaries such as
G.D.H, Cole and John Parker, M, P. for Dagenham, commented upon
the low level of trade union organisation in ''new'' industrial areas,
particularly in the South of England, and argued that trade unions had
failed to overcome the problems of organising workers in the '"new"
mass production industries. (2) Subsequently Turner et. al, have
suggested that before the war ''seldom more than a fifth, and often only
a fiftieth, of the mass productioh operatives were union members -

v (3)

who were sometimes in the minority even amongst skilled groups'

Nevertheless, if trade unionism in the motor industry was weak
before 1939 it was slowly extending itself and the pace of growth
accelerated during the Second World War. Moreover the pattern of
organisation which emerged clearly after 1945 with the growing
dominance of the A,E,U, and T.G.W, U, followed at an increasing
distance by the N,U.V,B., was already being woven during the inter-

war years. Yet hardly any serious attempt has been made to

(1)  ibid p.198

(2) G.D.H. Cole, British Trade Unionism Today (1939), ch. 8.

(3) op..cit, p. 193,




investigate the early development of automobile trade unionism in

Britain. (1) This is an important omission for several reasons. First,
an important element in the history of British labour during the inter-
war years is the problem which structural crisis in the economy posed
for trade unions, The decline of certain staple industries such as
cotton textiles and shipbuilding brought long-term unemployment to
traditional areas of union strength. At the same time unions found it
difficult to compensate for the adverse effects of unemployment on
membership by organising workers in more bouyant areas of the economy
such as the Midlands and the South-East, where automobile production,
electrical engineering and aircraft construction became increasingly
important sources of employment. To the extent that failure to organise
more widely in these areas was not entirely due to trade unions'
indifference, the question arises as to what obstacles prevented more
rapid growth of trade unionism in the "new' industrial areas. The early
history of trade unionism in the motor and aircraft industries provides

a number of insights into this problem.

(1) The only detailed work on automobile trade unionism in
Britain before the war is by R.C. Whiting, '""The Working
Class in the 'New Industry' Towns Between the Wars :
The case of Oxford' (Unpublished D.Phil thesis, Oxford
University, 1978). More has been written on the early
struggles of trade unions in the American motor industry,
for example, J.O. Mcrris, Conflict Within the A, F.L,
(New York, 1958); S. Fine, "The Origins of the United
Automobile Workers, 1933-1935 '"Journal of Economic
History, Vol. XV111, 3 (Sept. 1958); S. Fine, Sit - Down :
The General Motors S:rike of 1936-7, (Michigan, 1969.)




Secondly, although much has been written about the growth of the
so-called "new industries' in Britain between the wars and their role

(1)

in stimulating technical innovation and industrial growth, little is
known about conditions of work, the structure of the labour force and
employer-employee relations within them, The motor industry in
particular has been seen as a prime example of what have been called,
albiet controversially, ''new industries''. B} Metor manufactars
evolved quite rapidly from a small-scale industry characterised by
numerous little firms and low-volume, handicraft production into an
industry dominated by a few large firms producing in relatively large
quantities by means of increasingly mechanised, sub-divided and
sequentially planned mass production methods, The motor industry
provides an excellent case study of the process of unionisation within a

context of rapid growth of output, employment expansion and rapid

t echnical and organisational change.

(1) D.H. Aldcroft, The Inter-War Economy : Britain 1919-1939
(1970); D.H. Aldcroft and H. W. Richardson, Economic
Recovery in Britain, 1932-9 (1967); H,W. Richardson,
"New Industries Between the Wars', Oxford Economic
Papers, Vol 13, (1961); B,W.E. Alford, Depression and
Recovery? British Economic Growth, 1918-1939 (1972);
Niel K., Buxton, 'The Role of the 'New' Industries in
Britain During the 1930s : AReinterpretation''. Business
History Review (1975).

(2)  Criticism of the ''new industry'' concept has come from
J. Dowie, ""Growth in the Inter-War Period : Some More
Arithmetic'', Economic History Review, Vol XX1 (1968).




Finally, since the Second World War, worker-management
relations in the motor industry have occupied much of the industrial
relations ''stage'’, attracting attention from students of trade unionism,

(1)

industrial sociology and industrial relations. * ° However, the
presence of workshop organisation, industrial militancy and multi-
unionism, three characteristics frequently held to be linked and to
account for the industry's difficulties have their roots in developments
before 1945 when the foundations of the existing organisation of trade

unionism and industrial relations were laid.

This thesis aims to examine the emergence of trade unionism
among manual workers in the motor vehicle and aircraft industries
during the first half of the twentieth century. In pursuing this aim
three main issues are dealt with; the extent of trade union development
in these industries, the nature of the factors encouraging and limiting
that development, and the determinants of the distribution of member-
ship amongindividual unions, i. e. the shape of trade union organisation.
It willbe argued that trade union organisation in the motor industry was
generally weak before the Second World War, more so among less
skilled operatives than craftsmen. Limited progress before the war
partly reflected general circumsta.ncés inhibiting trade union growth
in British industry as a whole duringthe inter-war years but there
were also specific constraints operating within the motor and aircraft

industries themselves. During the Second World War pressure for

(1) For example, H. A, Turner et.al. (1967); J.H. Goldthorpe,
D. Lockwood et.al,, The Affluent Worker : Industrial

Attitudes and Behaviour (Cambridge, 1968); Huw Beynon,
Working for Ford (1973).




unionisation grew stronger and new circumstances arose which led to
the relaxation of constraints on union growth, These developments
will be analysed within a framework which uses a number of insights

(1)

developed by theorists of union growth in Britain and the United States.

The shape of trade union organisation was influenced by many

(2)

factors, some of which were random but it will be suggested that the
most important influences were the effects of technical progress on the
balance of skills employed and individual trade unions' reactions to the
changes which took place. In this connection use will be made of ideas
concerning the determinants of the scope of a trade union's recruitment

and its reactions to technical change developed by G, E. Barnett and
H.A. Turner. 3)

(1) The major theoretical works are J. Commons et.al., History of
Labor in the United States, Vol. 1 (New York, 1918); S. Perlman,
A Theory of the Labor Movement (New York, 1928); L. Wolman,
Ebb and Flow in Trade Unionism (New York, 1936); H.B. Davis,
"The Theory of Trade Union Growth', Quarterly Journal of
Economics Vol. LV (August, 1941); J.T. Dunlop, 'The
Development of Labor Organisation: A Theoretical Framework', in
R.A. Lester and J. Shister, Insights into Labor Issues (New York
1949); J. Shister, "The Logic of Trade Union Growth', Journal
of Political Economy, Vol. 61 (1953); I. Bernstein, '"The Growth
of American Unions', American Economic Review, Vol. XL1V
(June, 1954); I. Bernstein, 'Union Growth and Structural Cycles'", in
Proceedings of the Industrial Relations Research Associaticn,
Vol. V11 (Dec. 1954); O. Ashenfelter and J.H. Pencavel,
"American Trade Union Growth, 1900-1960", Quarterly Journal
of Economics, Vol. LXXX111 (August, 1969); G.S. Bain and
F. Elsheik, Union Growth and the Business Cycle : An
Econometric Analysis (1976).

(2) See H. A, Turner, G. Clack and G. Roberts, Labour Relations
in the Motor Industry (1967), p.196.

(3) G.E. Barnett, Chapters on Machinery and Labor (Illinois, 1929,
reprinted 1969); H. A, Turner, Trade Union Growth, Structure
and Policy (1962).




The first question which arises in connection with this study is
how to define its scope. Defining anindustry is a difficult task and
inevitably involves a degree of arbitrariness. In the case of the motor
industry the difficulty is particularly acute since it straddles such a
wide variety of activities. To a great extent the motor industry
evolved as an assembly industry and the major assembly firms
dominate its history. However, a growing proportion of inputs into the
manufacturing process came to be supplied by specialist components
manufacturers, e, g. body shells by Pressed Steel, Briggs Motor
Bodies, Fisher and Ludlow and Mulliners; electrical equipment by
J. Lucas and Smith's Ltd. Important items came from firms associat-
ed with other industries, e.g. Dunlop and Pilkington Bros. In addition
to the manufacture of vehicles there grew up a large network of
distributive and servicing enterprises. Now inclusion of all these
sectors in this study would lead to lack of focus as well as creating in-
superable problems in terms of the quantity and variety of data and its
presentation, so some restriction has been necessary. In what follows
the "motor industry'' refers to the manufacture of engines, chassis and
bodies, wheels, and the assembly and finishing of motor vehicles. (1)
This group of activities thus excludes the specialist firms manufactur-
ing electrical and hydraulic equipment, windscreens and tyres. The
"motor industry'' has been defined in this way because the activities

which are included were felt to be closely related to each other in that

(1) The term "motor vehicles' includes motor cars, motor-cycles,
military and commercial vehicles.



many firms performed all of these activities themselves and where
they did not, very close links existed between assembly businesses
and body and wheel manufacturers, e.g. Morris Motors originally had
a financial holding in Pressed Steel as did Ford in Briggs Bodies and
the Kelsey-Hayes Wheel Company. Also the organising efforts oftrade
unions were directed mainly at firms engaged in engine, body and
wheel manufacture and automobile assembly., Within the "motor
industry' so defined, this thesis is concerned with manual workers
only, partly for reasons of ease of presentation, but chiefly because
trade unionism among clerical, white-collar technical and supervisory

staff did not get beyond the embryonic phase before 1945, (1)

While it has been necessary to adopt a somewhat restrictive
definition of the motor industry,” at the same time it has been found
essential to extend the scope of this study to aircraft workers. This is
because there existed direct links between the development of trade
unionism among automobile and aircraft workers which make it diffi-
cult to discuss trade unionism in the motor industry before 1945 with-
out making substantial reference to its development in the aircraft
industry. The links were two-fold; first, some firms produced both
aeroplanes and motor cars (e.g. Napier, Armstrong-Siddeley and
Rolls Royce) and during 1914-1918 and 1938-1945 a larger number of
motor firms began work on aircraft contracts, either directly for the

government or sub-contracting from specialist aircraft manufacturers.

(1) See G.S. Bain, The Growth of White Collar Unionism
(Oxford, 1970), ch.9.




Secondly, the same major trade unions were involved in organising
both automobile and aircraft workers. Thus progress in one industry
could carry over into the other; for example, the relative success of
individual unions in organising aircraft workers during 1938 -1945 had
an important bearing upon their subsequent relative positions in the
motor industry as many ex-aircraft workers were absorbed by the
motor industry after the war, Therefore although this study is
concerned primarily with automobile trade unionism it includes a
considerable amount of discussion of the progress of trade union

organisation in the aircraft industry.

Once more, a definitional problem arises since aircraft con-
struction, like motor manufacture, straddled a number of occupation-
al and product areas and involved numerous specialist components
manufacturers. Hence the same procedure has been followed as that
regarding the motor industry; attention is confined to manual workers
engaged in the manufacture of aero-engines and air frames and the

assembly and finishing of the final product.

The second major problem in analysing the growth of trade
unionism in the motor and aircraft industries is that of measurement,
In order to assess the strength and progress of trade unionism among
automobile and aircraft workers it is necessary to express an estimate
of total trade union membership among them as a proportion of those
eligible to join unions, i.e. to calculate a 'union density'' figure.
Unfortunately, available data on employment and trade union member-
ship do not permit this to be done with any great accuracy. Most of
the employment figures refer to a general category ''construction and

repair of motor vehicles, cycles and aircraft', making it impossible



to separate employment in these areas. (1) This problem has been
circumvented to some extent by using figures based upon the
Censuses of Production which enabled an estimate of manual employ-
ment in motor vehicle manufacture for the years 1924, 1930, 1935 and

(2)

1939 to be made by Political and Economic Planning in 1950, More
intractable is the problem of estimating union membership. The
Ministry of Liabour's statistics included vehicle building membership
with that in iron founding, engineering, shipbuilding and other metal
working and the records of the major trade unions concerned with the
motor and aircraft industries did not include breakdowns of membership
by industry. 3) The only possible course therefore, has been to
construct rough estimates based upon the total membership of union
branches in districts associated with motor and aircraft manufacture,
The obvious difficulty here is that branches were usually organised on

a residential rather than an occupational basis so that some workers not

employed in the relevant industries have been included in the estimates

(1) See Abstracts of Labour Statistics of the United Kingdom
(Cmd 2740) 1926, (Cmd 3831) 1931, (Cmd 4625) 1934, (Cmd 5903)
1939; Department of Employment and Productivity, British
Labour Statistics, Historical Abstract (H. M, S.O., 1971);
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, The Motor
Industry of Great Britain, (1938).

(2) Political and Economic Planning, Motor Vehicles - A Report
on the Industry (Jan., 1950).

(3)  Abstract of Labour Statistics of the United Kingdom, op. cit. ;
Ministry of Labour Gazette, 1924-1945, The relevant trade
union records are those of the Amalgamated Engineering Union,
The National Union of Vehicle Builders, National Union of Sheet
Metal Workers, National Union of General and Municipal
Workers, Workers' Union and the Transport and General
Workers' Union.




while at the same time others who were so employed have been left out
because they were members of branches which were not obviously
located in motor and aircraft manufacturing districts., Despite these
inevitable inaccuracies of measurement however, the estimates of
membership and density which have been arrived at correspond quite
well with the impressions given by comments in secondary sources
and in interviews with trade union officials who were involved in the

organisation of the motor and aircraft industries,

Finally it is necessary to construct a framework within which to
identify, analyse and gauge the relative importance of the various
influences upon union growth and the shape of union organisation in the
motor and aircraft industries. With respect to the first question,
that of the determinants of union growth, there exists a voluminous
literature. Central to nearly all theories of union growth is an
emphasis upon the role of changes in prices, money wages and
employment in determining changes in union membership levels and/
or rates of growth. Early theorists such as J.R. Commons and
W.O. Weyforth argued that periods of economic upswing favoured
union growth as workers sought to protect their living standards inthe
face of rising prices. They were aided in their efforts byincreasingly
tight labour markets and the desire of employers to maintain continuous

1 .
production which made them less resistant to wage demands.( ) This

(1) J.R. Commons et.al., History of Labour in the United Siates
Vol. 1 (New York, 1918); W.O. Weyforth, The Organisability
of Labour (Baltimore, 1917).




emphasis was contested as a result of experience in the 1920s when
prosperity in America coincided with falling trade union membership.(l)
However, H.B. Davis pointed out in 1941 that price increases were
the main catalyst in union growth rather than general prosperity. In
the United States during the 1920s retail prices remained stable while
money wages rose considerably, Davis argued that unions were
defensive organisations so that in the absence of threats to established
standards, workers had little incentive to organise, Hence the
prosperous decade of the 1920s in the U,S, A, was not accompanied by
union growth, Nevertheless, Davis did not deny completely the exist-
ence of a relationship between ''prosperity' and union growth, In addit-
ion to rising prices a tightening labour market was necessary in order
for membership expansion to occur. Generally, these occurred during
periods of business prosperity or cyclical upswing, although they could

(2)

occur as a result of labour market crisis, such as large-scale war,

(1) L., Wolman, Ebb and Flow in Trade Unionism (New York,
1936) p. 162 - 3..

(2) H.B. Davis, "The Theory of Trade Union Growth",
Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. LV (August, 1941),
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The emphasis upon fluctuations in prices and the demand for

(1)

labour has remained in the literature. One of the most recent
attempts to formalise the nature of the relationship between cyclical
economic fluctuations and trade union growth is that by G,S, Bain and
F. Elsheik, (2) They advance the hypothesis that variations in the rate
of union growth are explained by factors which affect the propensity of
workers to join unions and the opportunity for them to do so., In line
with earlier theorists and claiming the benefit of empirical support for
their proposition they argue that the most significant influences in
these respects ere retail price changes, changes in money wages and
changes in the rate of unemployment, Price increases raise ' the

propensity to unionise as workers seek  to defend real incomes. Money

wage increases raise the propensity to unionise since unions ate to

(1) The major theorist in dispute with the business-cycle related
explanations of union growth was I, Bernstein who argued
that workers' decisions to join or not join unions were not
influenced by short-run factors. Bernstein claimed to find no
empirical support for a major business cycle influence. Instead
he explained upsurges of union membership in terms of acute
social unrest arising during times of war or acute depression,
However, Bernstein's data has been criticised and he has been
accused of inconsistency of argument, bringing in business-cycle
related factors on an ad hoc basis. I. Bernstein, "The Growth
of American Trade Unions", American Economic Review
Vol, LX1V (June, 1954); "Union Growth and Structural Cycles',
Proceedings of the Industrial Relations Research Association,
Vol, V11 (Dec. 1954), For criticisms of Bernstein, see
L. Ulman, discussion of "Union Growth and Structural Cycles' in
W. Galenson and S. Lipset, Labor and Trade Unionism : An
Inter-disciplinary Reader (New York, 1960), p. 9% ; G.S. Bain
and F. Elsheik, Union Growth and the Business Cycle : An
Econometric Analysis (Oxford 1976), p. 13-20,

(2) ibid.




some extent credited with having obtained them. Falling unemployment
enhanceg opportunities to unionise by reducing employers' gpposition

to trade unions as the labour market becomestighter. It also raises
the propensity to unionise as it enables unions to make more success-
ful claims, thus attracting workers, and it reduces fears of victim-
isation on the part of workers. (1) The empirical support for the Bain-
Elsheik model appears to be impressive and lends considerable support
to arguments which link union growth performance with the phases of

(2)

the business cycle,

Nevertheless, such an approach has limitations, As its authors
point out, the model is concerned to explain short-terin changes in the
rate of membership growth, not long-run trends in membership levels,
The majority of theorists, while keeping the effects of cyclical
fluctuations central to their theses, have also included other variables

(3)

said to operate on the long-run trend of union membership.

(1) op.cit. ch.4. A somewhat similar model was developed earlier
by O. Ashenfelter and J,H., Pencavel, "American Trade Union
Growth 1900-1960", Quarterly Journal of Economics,

Vol. LXXX111 (August 1969), though no money wage variable
was included and a political variable was included to take account
of public and legislative opinion concerning trade unions., Bain
and Elsheik also included a similar variable when applying their
model to the U, S, A.

(2) G.S, Bain and F, Elsheik, op.cit., p. 71-114.

(3) See W.O., Weyforth, op.cit,; J. Shister, op.cit.; H,B. Davis,
op.cit,; J.T, Dunlop, '""The Development of Labor Organisation :
A Theoretical Framework'' in R, A, Lester and J, Shister(eds).
Insights into Labor Issues (New York 1949),




These include changes in technology, business structure and the pattern
of demand for goods and services which may affect the relative bargain-

ing power of unions and employers. Closely related to such changes

are changes in the structure of the labour force which, by resulting in

a shift to or from highly organised occupations, will affect the long-

run trend of membership, In addition, the evolution of the socio-legal
environment, i,e. public opinion, the nature of the law and its admin-
istration in trade union matters, and government policy, may affect
long-run trade union development, Shister and Davis also emphasised

the quality of trade union leadership on the grounds that missed

opportunities for extending recruitment and introducing innovations in

trade union structure and the scope and conduct of collective bargaining
mean long-term losses in memkbe rship. (1) However, as Bain and
Elsheik have pointed out, it seems that while the quality of union leader-
ship may affect the fortunes of individual unions and may have an impact
on union growth in certain industries and occupations, at the aggregate
level it is probably determined by wider influences. Measured in

terms of organisational expansionism, innovations in union structure
and collective bargaining, the quality of leadership is highly dependent
upon whether the economic environment is favourable to union efforts

(2)

or not,

(1) J. Shister, ""The Logic of Union Growth', Journal of Political

(2) G.S. Bain and ¥, Elsheik, op.cit. p. 21-2,




The studies referred to above suggest a number of variables
which need to be considered in examining the development of trade
unionism among automobile and aircraft workers, However these in-
sights require some modification and elaboration. In the first place,
theories of union growth have concentrated on union membership in the
aggregate whereas this study is concerned with two industries only.,
This does not mean that aggregate theories are irrelevant however, It
is highly improbable that union organisation in any single industry is
immune from general circumstances affecting the economy and the
labour movement as a whole, Therefore some analysis of influences
upon overall union membership and their impact upon motor and air-
craft workers is necessary. However, just as trade unionism in all
industries is influenced by the general environment, each industry also
has its own characteristics which impart some degree of uniqueness to
the development of trade union organisation within it, It is thus
necessary to develop a second stage of analysis which identifies the
specific influences which operated upon the development of trade
unionism in the motor and aircraft industries. Here too, the literature
offers insights, Changes in the structure of the labour force, technical
change and market characteristics are each applicable to single
industries as well as to the economy as a whole. The model which will
be built up here thus contains two sets of variables; those operating at

the aggregate level and those operating in an industry-specific way.

Before listing these variables it is necessary to state the
assumptions upon which those included are held to be relevant, Perhaps
the most general assumption in the theoretical literature relating to
trade unionism is that unions ars essentially defensive organisations,
Increases in membership occur as a resulf of workers seeking to pro-

tect living standards and working conditions against outside threats., As




shown above, Bain and Elsheik elaborated upon this assumption to

build up a model in which the independent variables determined the
growth of union membership via their effects upon the propensity of
workers to unionise and the opportunity for them to do so. Concentrat-
ing on the short run, they argued that inflationary periods were more
conducive to growth than deflationary ones as real incomes were
threatened and unions were able to take advantage of tighter labour

(1)

markets to press for higher money wages. However, their model
has been criticised on the grounds that no explanation is given of why
unions are more effective in defending real wages ininflationary periods
than in deflationary periods. In fact, given the well-accepted notion
that money wages are ''sticky' downwards, it is possible that the
opposite might be the case. The alternative hypothesis is that unions

are not more effective during inflations than in deflations, but workers

mistakenly believe them to be, Why should this be the case? (2)

(1) op.cit. p. 62-7

(2) This criticism was advanced in a review of Bain and Elsheik,
op. cit. by Ray Richardson, 'Trade Union Growth", British
Journal of Industrial Relations Vol. XV (1977). Richardson also
criticised Bain and Elsheik's assumption that price rises caused
union membership increases and not vice versa. In reply to this
criticism Bain and Elsheik cite the work of D.L.. Purdy and
G. Zis, "Trade Unions and Wage Inflation in the U.K. : A
Reappraisal' in M. Parkin and A.R. Nobay, (eds) Essays in
Modern Economics (1973); idem '"On the Concept and
Measurement of Trade Union Militancy'' in D. Laidler and
D.L. Purdy, (eds) Inflation and Labour Markets (Manchester,
1974) which indicates that union membership and density are not
good indicators of union pushfulness on wages.




This difficulty may be overcome if more explicit acknowledg-
ment is given to the existence of costs as well as benefits of union

membership.

One assumption made in this study is that in general, workers
join trade unions for defensive reasons. It is also assumed that,
first, workers see costs as well as benefits arising from trade union
membership; secondly, employers perceive costs and benefits attach-
ed to resisting union penetration and finally, unions see costs and
benefits arising out of efforts to recruit new members. The progress
of trade union organisation thus depends upon the operation of a
number of variables which affect each actor's assessment of the
relative costs and benefits of the alternatives open to him. Thus
workers will tend to join unions more readily in periods of inflation
than deflation, not because the benefits of union membership alone are
necessarily greater, but because costs are lower in relation to
benefits. The financial burden of membership fees and subscriptions
will tend to fall in inflationary periods since they are not adjusted up-
wards fully in line with money incomes. Costs in terms of insecurity
(i.e. possible victimisation) fall as the labour market tightens.
Employers see the costs of resisting trade unions rise as it becomes
harder to hire alternative labour and strikes become more costly in
terms of foregone output. Trade unions, aware of the improving
climate, are readier to expend resources on organising drives. At the
level of the individual industry, the assessments of the various
parties are influenced both by internal factors and general economic
and social pressures; indeed to some extent the former will be

influenced by the latter.

On the basis of these assumptions it is argued here that the

progress of union membership in the motor and aircraft industries




was the outcome of the following influences which may be divided into
two categories; those operating via their effect on aggregate union
membership and those operating at the level of the industries them-
selves. Aggregate variables comprise: movements in prices and
money wages and changes in the demand for labour as measured by the
unemployment rate, since these will affect workers' assessments of
the costs and benefits of union membership, employers' attitudes
towards unions and the willingness of unions to mount recruitment
campaigns. In addition, changes in trade union law and government
policy on labour issues are included since they too influence the costs
and benefits arising from the possible courses of action open to the
actors within the industrial relations system. It is, however,
suggested that these changes were generally responses to changes in
the price and employment variables. Finally, the climate of opinion
regarding trade unions, in particular employers' attitudes, is

(1)

influenced by the competitive pressures operating on the economy.

The industry-specific variables to be included are; first, the
structure of the motor and aircraft industries. Following Shister %)
this is defined in terms of the ''technical and marketing contours of
the industry and the structure of the labour force'. 'Technical

contours'' refer to the scale of production and the way it is organised

(1) The shift of employment away from traditional union strongholds
to other areas of employment which unions found harder to
organise must have affected the trend of aggregate union growth
during the inter-war years. However, change in industrial
structure cannot be included as an explanatory variable since it
contains the dependent variable itself i.e. the problems of
organising automobile workers.

(2)  op.cit. p. 417-22,
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and carried out. ''Marketing contours'' consist of the state of
demand for the product and the nature and extent of competition within
the industry. Changes in industrial structure affect employers'
assessments of the need to resist union penetration and the costs of
so doing. They also influence the propensity of workers to join
unions and unions' assessments of the costs and benefits of recruit-

ment campaigns.

The structure of the labour force is closely related to the
technical structure of the industry but it is also influenced by the
state of the labour market and the location of plants. One may there-
fore define structure broadly so as to refer not only to the age, sex
and skill composition of the workforce, but also other features such
as the proportion of outside immigrants, previous employment
history, attitudes, etc. In this connection too, it is useful to consider
the degree of proximity of motor workers to groups of unionised
workers. Proximity to organised workers may affect workers'
assessments of both the costs and benefits of union membership by
reducing fears of victimisation if nearby or comparable plants are
organised, by enabling unions to gain in appeal to the unorganised if
they are able to obtain concessions from management in the unionised
sector, by reducing employers' hostility to trade unionism as
managers hear of advantageous services performed by trade unions
and by reducing the amount of organisational effort required on the

part of unions themselves. Finally, growth in the size of the labour
force may create problems and opportunities for union organisation.
Rapid expansion may strain the organisational machinery of trade
unions; at the same time it may encourage unions to divert more
expenditure and effort fo organising in an industry whose labour force

is growing rapidly.



The attitudes of employers towards trade unionism have
already been mentioned in relation to changes in industrial
structures. However, although employers' attitudes may be largely
determined by the state of the labour market, the situation of the
industry, etc., some separate mention of employers' attitudes and
labour policies appears to be warranted in the case of the motor
industry, since several of the leading entrepreneurs in this field,
i.e. William Morris, Henry Ford and his British representatives,
Charles Bartlett, managing director of Vauxhall Motors from 1929,
maintained a re'solute, almost principled hostility towards trade
unionism for much of the period. While it is true that external
circumstances ultimately led to changes in policy, employers'
hostility was an additional obstacle to union growth in the motor

industry for much of the period.

A third set of influences to be considered is the effect of
conditions of work in the motor and aircraft industries in relation to
conditions in other local industries since such comparisons may have
influenced workers' assessments of the benefits to be gained from
union membership. Conditions of work refer to wages, other forms
of worker compensation such as paid holidays, social facilities,etc.,
the intensity of work and the environment in which it is carried out
(health, safety, nature of discipline and supervision are subsumed

under this heading) and patterns of employment.

Finally, union policies on recruitment are included. To some
extent these are affected by other variables such as the state of the
labour market generally or the growth of the labour force in a

particular industry, but union restrictions on those who are eligible
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for membership may affect the progress of organisation when other
variables, such as the structure of the labour force, are changing.
Reluctance to mount aggressive recruiting campaigns among some
motor industry and aircraft workers on the part of union officials
also affected the tone of the organisation which did develop., In
some important cases the Communist Party took the initiative during
the 1930s and imparted something of its own style to trade union
organisation in much of the aircraft industry and at Pressed Steel,

Litd. in Oxford.

It will be argued that until the 1920s the motor and aircraft
industries were in their infancy and did not begin to develop strong
characteristics of their own until after the First World War,

Hence such growth of trade unionism as occurred among motor
and aircraft workers was until 1920 chiefly the result of the
operation of general influences upon trade unionism. For example

during the 'labour unrest' of 1910-1914, aggregate membership rose




from 2.56 million to over 4 million as a hacklog of grievances from
previous depressed years and the pressure of rising prices on real
wages helped to generate a sense of militancy which was able to find
expression in trade union growth and successful demands for wage
increases at a time of full employment, (1) During the First World War,
rising prices and prassure on established working conditions (e, g.
restrictions on labour mobility, suspension of restrictive practices and
dilution of labour) encouraged workers to seek trade union protection.
To some extent too, unions were credited with obtaining money wage

(2)

increases and this also attracted new members, Union growth was
also aided by acute labour shortage and in addition, partly reflecting the
excess demand for labour, institutional innovations made by the

government to avoid stoppages arising out of disputes, such as

(1)  See H. Pelling, "The Labour Unrest, 1911-14" in idem_
Popular Politics and Society in Late Victorian Britain (1968);
R.V. Sires, ''Labour Unrest in England, 1910-1914", Journal
of Economic Histery, Vol, 15 (1955); S, Meacham, 'The Sense
of an Impending Clash : English Working Class Unrest Before
the First World War.'" American Historical Review, Vol, 77
(1972).

(2) To take just two examples, the South Wales Miners' Federation
in 1915 obtained a new standard rate 50 per cent above the exist-
ing rate which had been fixed in 1879, The Amalgamated Society
of Engineers in 1917 obtained a 5 shillings per week war bonus,
See G, R. Askwith, Industrial Problems and Disputes (1920),

p. 392-4; J.B, Jefferys, The Story of the Engineers (1946) p. 182,
However, in many cases the rank and file observed that trade
union officials were dilatory in pushing wage demands and used
their authority to prevent workers from taking industrial action

to protect real wages, This undoubtedly helped promote the
growth of the unofficial shop stewards' movement on Clydeside
during and after 1915, See J. Hinton, The First Shop Stewards'
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(1)

compulsory arbitration, aided the growth of the weaker unions.
Rapid membership growth was maintained during the immediate post-
war boom as prices and money wages continued to rise and unemploy-
ment levels remained low. In this climate, unions such as the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers, the Amalgamated Society of
Carpenters and Joiners, various unions of coach-makers and the
Workers' Union made substantial headway in their areas or organisation,

which by this time had come to include automobile and aircraft workers.

During the 1920s and 1930s aggregate and industry-specific
variables combined to weaken trade unionism in the motor industry.
Automobile trade unionism could not escape from the harsh climate
affecting the labour movement in general. The post-war slump,
problems of price adjustment consequent upon the desire to return to
the gold standard at the pre-war parity with the dollar and the depress~-
ion of 1929-1932 led to movements in wages, prices and employment
which were unconducive to union growth. These same pressures also
created attitudes of antagonism towards trade unions on the part of
employers and governments which found open expression in the
engineering lock=-out of 1922, the coal crisis culminating in the 1926
General Strike, the Trades Disputes and Trade Union Act of 1927 and
stoppages in the textile industries during 1929-1932. However the
weakening of trade unionism in the motor industry was not simply a
reflection of these wider pressures. Industry-specific factors

ensured that the density of trade unionism among motor workers fell

(1) See John Lovell, British Trade Unions, 1875-1933 (1977) p. 50.




between 1924 and 1935 by more than it did among engineering workers

generally and the eligible labour force as a whole, These same
influences also meant that once economic recovery got under way
after 1932, the recovery of trade union organisation in the motor
industry was, measured in terms of density, weaker than in industry

as a whole, remaining lower in 1939 than it had been fifteen years

earlier,

By comparison, after the great contraction of production during
1918-1920, union density in the aircraft industry was higher and
better maintained than in motors and, indeed, probably engineering
generally during the 1920s and early 1930s. However, once the
industry began to undergo rapid expansion in the late 1930s union
organisation found it increasingly difficult to keep pace with the up-
surge of employment. It is possible therefore, that uniondensity may
have fallen during 1935-1939. However, itis atthis pointthat certain
limitations associated with reliance on density as a measure of the
strength of organisation are revealed, since trade unions continued to
extend their membership, workshop organisation and bargaining power

in the most important establishments.

Despite continued weakness of organisationinthe motor industry,
it can nevertheless be said that attempts to organise automobile workers
on a mass basis resumedduringthe 1930s, These attempts were aided
to some extent by economic recoveryand considerablybythe circum-

stances created by the Second World War. The Second World War



led to a rapid drop in unemployment and to the emergence of a general
labour shortage by 1942, i) Wages and prices rose noticeably but by

a much smaller proportion than during 1914-1913 as a result of closer
government controls and less inflationary methods of war finance. In
these circumstances trade anion membership rose considerably, reach-
ing just over 8 million by 1944 compared with 6,3 million in 1939,

Union growth was also encouraged by pressures for change in establish-
ed working conditions and practices, creating a demand for union pro-
tection, In addition, overall union growth was aided by revival in tradit-
ional strongholds as the demand for raw materials and munitions géve a
filip to industries such as coal mining, iron and steel, shipbuilding and
heavy engineering. Government action, reflecting the tightness of the
labour market and the need to maintaia, indeed raise production, aided
union growth by establishing consultation between various ministries and
representatives of employers and organised labour and also encouraged
the spread of collective bargaining, As a result of these influences and
changes in certain industry-specific variables unionism in the motor
industry gathered strength so that by 1945 about 40 per cent of manual

(2)

workers were grganised into trade unions,

(1) Unemployment fell from 11,6 per cent of the insured workforce in
1939 to 0.7 per cent by 1944, For comment on the labour short-
age see M. M. Postan, British War Production (1952),p. 217-27;
P. Inman, Labour in the Munitions Industries (1957), p. 1-2,

(2) It is impossible to assess union membership and union density
among aircraft workers during the war because the industry be-
came so0 scattered. However, there can be no doubt that although
membership rose rapidly, possibly to a quarfer of a million, this
growth was outstripped by employment, which reached 1. 8 million
by 1944, See Central Office of Information, 'The United Kingdom
Aircraft Industry' (H,M.S,O. 1952).




The first part of this thesis is therefore concerned with describ-

ing the efforts made by unions to build organisation in the motor and
aircraft industries, estimating the course of union membership and
density and explaiaing in more detail how aggregate and industry-
specific influences determined the extent of unionisation. An attempt

will also be made to gauge their relative importance.

The second aspect of union organisation in the motor aind aircraft
industries to be dealt with is the evolving pattern of union organisation,
i.e. the distribution of membership between individual unions. By 1945
three unions accounted for the majority of members in the motor and
aircraft industries; the A,E.U., T,G,W,U., and N,U,V,.B. Of these
only the N, U, V,B. could be said to have resembled an industrial union
for automobile workers; however, the position of the N, U, V, B, relative
to the A,E, U, and T.G.W,U. was declining. In contrast to the United
States therefore, there was no union catering specifically for auto-
mobile and aircraft workers with sufficient strength to dominate organ-

(1)

isation among them. The pattern of trade unionism in the British

(1) The dominant union in America was the United Automobile
Workers' Union affiliated to the C.I.0O, Other unions included
the International Association of Machinists, International
Molders' Union and the Patternmakers' League. The U, A, W's
rise to dominance began in 1936 when it was granted autonomy
by the American Federation of Labor and merged with a number
of other unions which had been set up among automobile werkers.
The U, A. W, split in 1939 over the actions of the union president
and his failure to obtain a recognition agreement from the Ford
Motor Company, The majority faction decided to affiliate tc the
C.I.0. (Congress of Industrial Organisations) and grew to
458,413 members by April, 1941, The remainder, which
continued to affiliate to the A, F,L, had only 19, 000 members in
1940, See W. Galenson, The C,I,O, Challenge to the A,F, L,
(New York, 1960), p. 123-47,




motor and aircraft industries resulted from the establishment of foot-
holds by existing unions for most of which motor and aircraft workers

(1)

constituted a small minority of total membership.

Such a piecemeal development, resulting in a somewhat untidy
pattern of organisation was in fact fairly typical of the development of
the trade union movement as a whole. Duriag the early twentieth
century more and more consideration was given to the merits of en-
couraging industrial unionism as a response to the alleged concentrat-
ion of capital in Britain and the tendency for technical progress to make
traditional de narcation lines between crafts and between skilled men
and labourers obsolete. The experience of dilution during the First
World War and the ability of engineering employers to take advantage
of the depression of the early 1920s to attack successfully union
rzstrictions on overtime and the manning of machines gave the
industrial unionists' argument greater weight, However, charged by the
T.U.C. in 1924 to investigate the possibility of encouraging industrial
unionism, the General Council had to admit defeat. Its report, present-
ed to the 1927 Congress stated that no general scheme for industrial
unionism was possible owing to the variety of ways in which industries
could he defined by unions with a vested interest in perpetuating their
own independent existences and because of the further complicating
effects of technical change in altering industrial boundaries., The future
pattern of trade union organisation would be the outcome of gradual
adjastments by individual unions to changing circumstances and

2)

amalgamations between unions.

(1) The exception was the N, U, V. B,

(2) T.U.C. Report, 1927 p. 101




Automobile trade unionism was thus part and parcel of the
general evolution of trade union organisation in Britain, The question
of how to analyse that evolution remains., The most profound analysis
of trade union structure in Britain is that of H, A, Turaer. (1) Turner
provides an explanation of trade union forms, analyses the pressures
for trade union expansion and examines how pressures for growth may
lead to changes in form. Rejecting the descriptive categories of craft,
general and industrial unionism as unhelpful for the purposes of the
analysis of trade union structure, Turner makes a distinction between
"closed' and "open'' unions, terms drawn from trade unions in the
cotton textile industry. ''Closed' unions are defined as those which are
able to control entry to the trades they represent. "Open' unions are
unable to exert such control, Ability to control entry to a trade (e.g.
through apprenticeship) means that ''closed'' unions can exert influence
over wages by restricting the supply of labour to a particular trade.
Growth of the labour force is controlled by restrictions upon the number
of apprenticeships and individual employers are brought into line with
the union's demands by the union's refusal to supply the labour of its
members on conditions inferior to those laid down by it. The ''closed"
union will thus try to organise all eligible workers within its trade,
However, it will have no inherent interest in expanding its membership
further, since its main tactic, restriction of the labour supply, involves
restricting its own membership. Because of the need for workers to
possess special qualifications in order for entry to an occupation to be

controlled effectively and because of the high subscriptions required

(1) H,A, Turner, Trade Union Growth, Structurz and Policy (1962)
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from union members to finance out-of-wor' benefit so that members
do not work for less than the rate specified by the union, ''closed"
unionism, where it exists, does so among craftsmen rather than less=-

skilled workers.,

"Open' unions are unable to restrict entry to the occupations
which they represent owing to the absence of special qualifications need-
ed for entry. Thus they have to organise as many workers as possible
in their respective industries and influence employers through strength
of numbers., To the extent that workers outside the original industry
can compete for jobs within it, there is pressure for organisational ex-
pansion among them also, Hence 'open' unions are inherently expan-

sionist,

Turner argues that the existence of closed and open unions
accounts for the shape of British trade unionism, which is one of "open,
expansionist unions .... spread around islands of stable, closed
unionism .,.... organisational vacuums have generally been filled by
the nearest union to hand that was under pressure to expand.' ()
However, pressures for expansion have affected relatively closed as
well as open unions and over time, ''closed' unions have in many cases
adopted more ''open' organisational policies; hence the presence in the
motor and aircraft industries of relatively '"closed' as well as "open'
unions by 1314 and the fact that union growth in the motor industry was

accompanied by a progressive opening of some unions such as the

A.,E.U, and the N, U, V. B.

(1) H.A. Turoner, op.cit., p.242,
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Generally, the main forces encouraging individual unions to
extend taeir organisation are; the existence of occupations allied to
that in which the union originated, occupational mobility among the
union's members, either within or across industries, the existence of
competition from other groups of workers and the need to amalgamate
with other unions. These forces can induce expansion across
industrial boundaries, i.e, horizontal expansion, and vertically within
industries. o The development of trade unionism in the motor and air-
craft industries involved both horizontal and vertical expansion. In the
case of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers horizontal, and to some
extent, vertical expansion had by 1914 already begun to cause deviation
from the '"closed' model and the process was to be taken further once
the A,S.E. merged with nine other unions of skilled engineers to form

(2)

the Amalgamated Engineering Union in 1920, In the case of the
National Union of Vehicle Builders one can see its formation by amal-
gamation in 1919 as a response to the emergence of a2 new branch of
vehicle building stemming from the rise of the motor industry. However

in many respects the N.U, V, B, was a comparatively ''closed’ union in

(1) ibid. p. 243-52

(2) The A.S.E. itself was formed in 1851 as a result of an
amalgamation of related craft unions, The A,S,E. during the
mid-nineteenth century was primarily a union of skilled fitters
and millwrights., From the 1390s however, organisation was
gradually extended to new occupations, e, g. electrical engineers,
turners and roll turners - a form of horizontal expansion. Limit-
ed attempts at vertical expansion - the organisation of some
workers without a craft qualification - were also made, e.g. a
machinists' section was opened in 1901 and a section for unskilled
workers was opened in 1912, However, the extent of vertical
expansion remained limited until the 1930s, well after the format-
ion of the A,E, U, See J.B, Jefferys, The Story of the Engineers,
p. 27-31, 166, 191-4,
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1919 and its shift to a more open form was much more completely
determined by developments in the motor industry than was that of the

A.S.E./A.E, U,

The presence of a large number of unions in the motor industry
at the beginning of our period was the result of horizontal expansion, (1)
In the case of the craft-based unions, the motor and aircraft industries
employed many existing skills used in other branches of engineering,
metalworking and coachmaking. To a great extent therefore, the exten-
sion of organisation to the motor industry resulted from occupational
mobility between industries. Insofar as the more ''open' unions cater-
ing for less-skilled workers were concerned, operatives and labourers
were in any case quite mobile between industries, In addition, some
unions encouraged such mobility since they saw the growth of the motor

(2)

industry as helping to reduce unemployment among members,

The extension of organisation to the motor industry in the early

twentieth century also reflected the need to protect locally-negotiated

(1)  Unions included by 1914 the A,S,E., Amalgamated Society of
Carpenters and Joiners, United Kingdom Society of Coachmakers,
London and Provincial Society of Coachimakers, London Society
of Tinplate Workers, Tinplate Workers of Birmingham,
Wolverhampton and District, United Kingdom Society of Smiths,
The Amalgamated Society of Wood-cutting Machinists, the United
Patternmakers' Association and the Workers' Union.

(2) This attitude was taken by the London Society of Tinplate Workers
before 1914. See London Society of Tinplate Workers, ''Report
of a Special Committee on Unemployment'', 2nd Sept. 1908
(T.U.C. Library at Congress House), The same stance was
adopted by the N, U, V. B. in the early 1320s., See N,U,V.B.
Quarterly Journal, April - June 1923, General Secretary's
Report.




wage rates from competition from unorganised workers, The Workers'
Union mounted a general organising drive among all sections of
engineering workers during 1911-1913, This was in part the outcome
~of the union's aim to organise across both industrial and skill bound-
aries, an aim which was to some extent ideologically motivated, but it
was also part of the logic of "open' unionism. The need to protect
established wage rates against competition from the unorganised also
affected more ''closed' unions such as the A,S.E. The ability of the
A.S.E. to control entry to the trades which it represented and thereby
to exert a measure of unilateral control over working conditions began
to be eroded from the 1870s, The growth of engineering, the emerg-
ence of more specialised occupations and a tendency for apprenticeship
to decline in the larger establishments, together with periods of heavy
unemployment amongst members meant that the A, S.E, came increas-
ingly to rely upon collective bargaining over wage rates, concluding
district agreements with employers., This development was also en-
couraged by the growth of employers' associations in engineering, cul-
minating in the formation of the Employers' Federation of Engineering
Associations in 1896, (1) Wage rates however, could be undermined if

large sections of unorganised workers were allowed to work in some

plants at less than the district rate negotiated by the union, There was,

Manage. A History of the Engineering Employers' Federation
(1973) ch.2; Collective bargaining in engineering was given a
national dimension following the successful employers' lock-out
of 1897 and the imposition of the 1898 Terms of Settlement on the
engineering unions, Wigham, op.cit. ch.4; A.I, Marsh,
Industrial Relations in Engineering (Oxford, 1965) p. 250-5.
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therefore, pressure to organise new branches of engineering as they

(1)

arose,

Amalgamation was a significant force acting upon the structure
of trade unionism in the motor and aircraft industries in that the
formation of the A,E,U. in 1920 provided the basis for the develop-
ment of more ''open' organisation among engineering workers even
though the union remained largely closed to the less-skilled until the
1930s, It also simplified the pattern of engineering trade unionism to
some extent., It was amalgamation too, which was responsible for the
T.G,W.U. establishing a foothold in the engineering industry following
its absorption of the Workers' Union in 1929, This merger gave the
T.G.,W.U. an organisational base among motor workers upon which it

began to build during the mid-thirties,

There were also pressures for horizontal and vertical expansion
within the motor and aircraft industries which encouraged some unions,
notably the N, U, V.B., to adopt a less exclusive organisational stance.
Technical change created competition between groups of workers and
this encouraged unions to extend their organisation to those in competit-
ion with their existing members. This competition arose within the

skilled category and between the skilled and semi-skilled. The main

(1) Thus in 1926, organising officials of the A,E, U, were concerned
at the lack of organisation at the Citroen Motor Company's plant
at Slough since ""All sorts of rates and bare time for overtime'
were said to be paid and the firm was seen as threatening the
A,E.U. rate for engineers in the district so long as it was un-

organised, A.E.U, Moathly Journal, Feb. 19256, division 23
report and national organiser's report.




instance of competition between different skills was that which followed

the replacement of wood by metal in motor body and airframe construct-
ion, Metal-workers and their unions hence came to compete with wood-
workers. The N,U,V.B., originally a union of woodworkers, tried to
meet the new competition by extending its organisation to metalworkers

employed in the motor and aircraft industries.

One of the most noticeable features of British trade unionism
during the inter-war years however, was the way in which the growth
of mass production led to vertical expansion of important unions,
Technical change altered the structure of employment in such a way as
to compel a number of unions to become progressively less exclusive in
their recruitment. While this was a development which was not confined
to the motor industry, it was there that the effect was most apparent.
Changes in production methods increased vertical mobility within the
industry by enabling workers to gain proficiency as they worked on the
job without formal training. They also permitted employers to grade
labour in a more precise fashion than skilled, semi-skilled and unskill-
ed and to promote individual workers on the basis of demonstrated
ability, thus by-passing the traditional route to skilled status. Techni-
cal change also led to skilled workers experiencing competition from
semi-skilled machine-minders. These changes further undermined the
ability of relatively ''closed' unions to control the supply of labour in

their traditional areas of organisation,



Union reactions to the skill-displacing effects of technical change
may take a number of forms. (1) They can seek 1o prevent innovation
taking place, accept lower wages so as to obtain a larger share of the
work under the new process, reduce the flow of workers into their
trade, seek to spread remaining skilled work among their members, or
expand their organisation so as to include those less skilled workers

(2)

employed on the new process, Important determinants of the precise
tactic to be adopted are the speed at which the change takes place and
the existing strength of union organisation. Where change is gradual
and does not raise serious problems of unemployment for the union's
members, the organisation may be content to see its occupation slowly
die out and so will not recruit the new workers who are replacing its
members; in fact it may become more restrictive as the demand for its

(3)

skills declines in an attempt to maintain wage rates. The extent of
union strength will determine its ability to resist technical change by
refusing to allow new processes to be introduced, or insisting that new
work be done by its skilled members at skilled rates of pay or by

insisting on over-manning on the new process,

(1) Skill-displacement means that workers cannot command the same
rate of pay for their skills as they would have received if the
change in production methods had not occurred. Thus skill dis-
placement does not necessarily mean unemployment, although this
may also occur, See G.E. Barnett, Chapters on Machinery and
Labor, p. 117.

(2)  ibid, p. 145-6

(3) H. A, Turner, op.cit., p, 251-2 cites as examples the Lancashire
Mule-Spinners' Association and the sawyers' unions in the
building industry.
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In the motor industry and in aircraft production after 1935 the
pace of technical change was too rapid to permit unions to react by
becoming more restrictive. Moreover, the general climate of high
unemployment during the inter-war years made unions highly conscious
of additional threats to the employment of their members, such as
technical change, Unions of skilled men did attempt to prevent or at
least slow down innovation, However, they were not strong enough for
this to be a viable policy even in the relatively short run during the
inter-war years. In engineering generally employers reaffirmed their
right to introduce new machinery and to hire such men as they sought fit
by the successful lock-out of 1922 and the imposition of a new Procedure
Agreement to replace the Terms of Settlement of 1898, (1) Depression
during the early twenties and thirties and persistent heavy unemployment
weakened the bargaining position of unions vis-a-vis employers. In the
motor industry organisation among skilled workers, though not negli-
gible, was not strong enough to resist the introduction of new methods
during the mid-twenties., The pace of growth and change in the industry,
together with the anti-union attitude of major employers meant that
unions of skilled men were unable to estahlish sufficient strength quickly

enough to mount effective resistance to mass production,

The tactic of resistance thus gave way swiftly to those of adaption

among unions affected by technical change. In some cases union members

(1) See E. Wigham, op.cit. ch.4, passim and Appendix F,



were instructed to accept work on new processes at less than custom-
ary rates in order to retain the job. 1) However, the A,E, U, and the
N.U.V.B. were forced during the twenties and thirties to expand
vertically, taking into membership semi-skilled production workers,
thus adopting more "open' forms of organisation but this process was

a gradual one which did not gather pace until the mid-thirties., Increas-
ed vertical occupational mobility also encouraged more "open' unions
such as the T,G,W., U, to extend recruitment upwards to workers of
higher grades of ability and skill, One result of these changes was a
growing inter-union rivalry which itself came to act as a spur to

organisational expansion and change.

The second part of this study is thus concerned with the analysis
of the developing pattern of trade unionism in the motor and aircraft
industries, using the framework of ''closed" and "'open' unionism
developed by Turner, Although the questions of growth and structure
have been presented separately, in practice they interact. Trade union
policies regarding organisation affect both overall growth and the shape
of trade union organisation, One is also struck by the possible effect
of the collapse of the Workers' Union in the early 1920s upon the sub-
sequent structure of trade unionism in the motor industry and its over-
all growth before the Second World War, From being a major force
among Midlands engineering workers it was reduced to a rump by 1923,
at precisely the time that the technical and organisational transformat-

ion of the motor industry was really getting under way. Turner has

(1) The N.U, V, B, instructed its members to accept lower rates for
painting vehicles if necessary as paint-spraying machines were
introduced. N.U.V,B. Quarterly Journal, April-June 1923,
Midlands district report, Midlands area report.




suggested with reference to cotton textiles that ""where less skilled
workers organise first, this has apparently provided a better basis

for trade unionism than has an initial organisation of skilled workers
alone, " (1) How relevant was the craft unions' dominance of organisat-
ion in the mofor industry in 1923 to the slow pace of expansion over the
next fifteen years? In the concluding section of this study an attempt

will be made to explore the interactions between union growth and union

structure in the motor and aircraft industries.

(1) H.A, Turner, op.cit, p,187.
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CHAPTER TWO

EBB AND FLOW IN ORGANISATION, 1914 - 1946 :

THE MOTOR INDUSTRY

The extension of trade union organisation to the motor and air-
craft industries during the first half of the twentieth century was part
of a wider response of trade unions to changes in industrial structure
and the distribution of employment. While it is possible to exaggerate
the extent of structural change in the British economy between 1900
and 1939 it is clear that significant developments occurred. (1)
Certain industries experienced relative or even absolute decline in
terms of output and employment, Others, some of which only began
to develop at the turn of the century, underwent considerable expansion.
The most vulnerable of British industries relied heavily on sales
abroad and some, such as cotton textiles and iron and steel, were al-
ready feeling the effects of foreign competition before 1914, The war
encouraged the creation of over-capacity in others, e.g. shipbuilding,
and all of them lost export markets during the 1920s and 1930s. Coal
mining, cotton and shipbuilding declined absolutely in terms of output
and employment during the inter-war years. Iron and steel production
was also hit by loss of export markets but did not experience absolute

decline across the board. Pig-iron production dwindled but steel out-

(1) Deane and Cole argue that there was little change in the relative
shares of the major industrial sectors in Gross National Income
between 1907 and 1935. See Phyllis Deane and W, A, Cole,
British Economic Growth, 1688-1959 (2nd edition, Cambridge,
1969) p.298-9,




-put went through a series of slumps and recoveries betweenthe wars,

(1)

In all of these cases however, the size of the workforce fell.

At the same time, other industries grew rapidly. Chemicals,
light engineering, gas and electricity increased their share of Gross
National Income after 1907. (2) The infant motor industry also grew
rapidly. Output by volume nearly tripled during 1908-1913. As yet
however, motor manufacture was still a small industry and only
34, 000 vehicles were produced in 1913, But by 1924 output had risen
to 146,000and in 1937 a peak output of over halfamillion vehicles was
achieved. Employment grew more slowly, although still at a respect~

3)

able pace, increasing threefold between 1914 and 1939.

The significance of structural change in British manufacturing
industry is clearly revealed byz changes in the distribution of employ-
ment. Textiles, clothing and shipbuilding lost workers; employment
in vehicles, metals and machinery expanded at a rate which according
to Deane and Cole was approximately twice that of the national work-

(4)

force as a whole. Changes in the distribution of employment pre-

sented problems and opportunities to the British trade union movement.

(1) S. Glynn and J. Oxborrow, Inter-War Britain : A Social and
Economic History (1976) p. 96-100; A.E. Musson, The Growth
of British Industry (1978) p. 273-9.

(2) Phyllis Deane and W. A, Cole, op.cit. p. 175-6.

(3) Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, The Motor
Industry of Great Britain (1938) p. 50, S.B. Saul, '"The Motor
Industry in Great Britain to 1914''; Business History, Vol.5
(1962-3) p. 25; Political and Economic Planning, "Motor
Vehicles. A Report on The Industry' (1950).

(4)  op.cit. p. 146.



Its main strength was in industries in which the labour force was grow-
ing more slowly than before or even falling in absolute terms. This
limited the possibilities for further expansion, On the other hand the
growth of employment in other industries presented new opportunities
for recruitment. The extent to which it was possible to sieze these
opportunities however, depended upon a variety of circumstances
affecting the general environment within which the trade unions worked
and individual industries themselves. This chapter aims to describe
the organisational efforts made by trade unions among automobile
workers and to assess their overall progress in terms of membership,

density of organisation and their influence upon working conditions.

The extension of trade union organisation to new groups of
workers had, prior to 1914, tended to be a discontinuous process.
Breakthroughs were made and then subsequently many, although not
all, of the earlier gains were lost, to be made up during the next up-~
surge. Such breakthroughs had been made during the early 1870s and
late 1880s when short-term factors such as movements in real wages
and unemployment had provided a favourable basis for expansion, At
the same time, growing literacy and economic, social and political
awareness among semi-skilled workers and labourers led to trade
union organisation developing more widely among them than ever be-
fore, Many of these workers were in hitherto weakly organised or
unorganised industries such as transport and gas supply. Neglected
by established unions of craftsmen, these workers were recruited

mainly by ''new unions' which were set up to cater for the less skilled



(1)

worker during the early 1870s and late 1880s., Depressions during
the second half of the 1870s and the early 1890s meant that many of the
gains were temporary, but nevertheless, trade unionism did not dis-
appear entirely among less-skilled workers and workers in hitherto

unorganised industries,

The next union explosion took place during 1910-1914 as once
more prices began to rise faster than money wages, unemployment fell
and workers took the opportunity to wipe out sacrifices forced upon
them during the depressed years of 1908-1909. Strike incidence rose
dramatically, largely due to national stoppages in coal, the docks and
on the railways, Trade union membership leapt from just over 2,5
million in 1910 to just over 4 million by 1914, While much of this in-
crease occurred in already weli organised industries, the expansion
also reinforced the earlier extensions of unionism to neglected groups
such as agricultural labourers, railway workers, chemical workers
and semi-skilled operatives in mass-production engineering establish-

(2)

ments in the midlands.

(1) In some cases the ''new unions' received help from radical
members of the craft societies; e.g. Tom Mann, of the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers and a member of the
Social Democratic Federation, aided Will Thorne in establish-
ing the National Union of Gasworkers and General Labourers
in 1889. See H,A, Clegg, A. Fox and A, Thompson, A History
of British Trade Unions since 1889, Vol,1 (Oxford, 1964) p. 57-8.

(2) See Richard Hyman, The Workers' Union (Oxford, 1971) ch.3.
Many of these groups were only slightly affected by earlier up-
surges. ibid, p.191,




It was during the upsurge of 1910-1914 that trade unions first
began to consider the organisation of workers in the motor industry.
Prior to 1910 unions took little active interest in the infant motor
industry although they were represented in some plants, The London
Society of Tinplate Workers and the London and Provincial Society of
Coppersmiths had members at the Daimler Motor Company by 1907
and the Amalgamated Society of Engineers and the Steam Engine
Makers' Society were quite well established at the Phoenix Motor
Company at Letchworth. Other unions having members in one or two
firms before 1910 were the United Kingdom Society of Smiths, the
United Kingdom Society of Coachmakers, the Amalgamated Society of
Carpenters and Joiners, the Amalgamated Society of Woodcutting

(1)

Machinists, and the Workers' Union. However, little mention was

made of the motor industry in trade union literature before 1910 and
deliberate attempts to organise motor workers or to ensure that trade

(2)

unionists were hired in preference to non-unionists were rare.

(1) London Society of Tinplate Workers, ''Report of the Committee
on Organisation,' 1910; Ministry of Labour, Report of an
Inquiry into Works Committees (1918) p.71; Amalgamated
Society of Engineers Monthly Journal (hereafter referred to as
A.S.E. Journal, Jan. 1914.

(2) The exception seems to have been the London Society of Tinplate
Workers. This union became concerned about growing unemploy-
ment among its members during 1907-1908 and it encouraged
its out-of-work members to take jobs in the motor industry. Even
in this case however, little was done to build up organisation and
in 1908 it was reported that ''The Motor Trade has not proved the
great boon to our members that we expected.....' London
Society of Tinplate Workers, ''Report of a Special Committee on
Unemployment' (2nd Sept. 1908).



From 1910 the picture began to change. Upward movements in

prices and falling unemployment encouraged trade unions to extend
their activities on behalf of their existing members via demands for
improved working conditions, to try to expand their membe rship and

in some cases, such as that of the unions of railway workers, put
pressure on employers to grant trade union recognition, These years
also saw accelerated growth of the motor industry. Annual output rose
from 10,500 to 14, 000 during 1908-1910 but by 1913 it stood at 34, 00(2
1)

and approximately 100, 000 people were employed in the motor trade.

General and particular circumstances thus combined to encourage
greater organisational efforts on the part of trade unions with respect
to automobile workers, The London Society of Tinplate Workers was
told in 1910 that it should ''make every effort to secure effective control
in the shops and recognition of our rates and conditions of working'' in
the motor firms that were ''springing up in and around the London

n (2)

district. The Amalgamated Society of Engineers also began to
intensify its activities among skilled engineers in the motor plants. By

1914 it had gained members at the Standard Motor Co., Leyland Motors,

(1) Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, The Motor Industry
of Great Britain (1938) p. 47; S.B. Saul, '""The Motor Industry in
Britain to 1914" op.cit. Saul's figure of 100, 000 is the only one
available for before the First World War, In referring to the
"motor trade' it probably gives an exaggerated idea of the number
employed in the manufacture of automobiles as that industry has
been defined in the introduction to this thesis.

(2) London Society of Tinplate Workers, ''Report of the Committee on
Organisation'', 1910,



Ford, and Crossley Motors where it appointed shop stewards and con-

ducted a successful strike against the suspension of a steward during

(1)

the summer of 1914,

Organisation of the motor industry was not confined to craftsmen,
As mentioned ahove, a feature of the 1910-1914 period was the renewed
growth of trade unionism among semi-skilled workers and labourers.
This was particularly true of the engineering trades in the Midlands
where the growth of small-arms manufacture, electrical equipment and
the cycle and motor trades led to the growing employment of semi-

(2)

skilled machinists, The leading organisation among these workers

just before the war was the Workers' Union,

The Workers' Union was established in 1898 with the aim of
recruiting all unorganised workers regardless of trade or skill, This
ambitious organisational aim stemmed from consciousness of the grow-
ing strength of employers' federations and the fact that in a trade union
movement dominated by craft unions, only a minority of workers were
organised, The victory of the newly-formed Engineering Employers'
Federation in the lock-out of 1897 encouraged ideas of the need for
greater solidarity within the labour movement in order to forestall
attempts by employers to smash trade unions, At the same time,
experience of a series of adverse legal judgments on trade union
matters led to demands for an organisation aimed at advancing the

interests of labour by political as well as industrial means, These

(1) A,S.E, Journal Jan-August, 1914 passim,

(2) R. Hyman, "The Workers' Union, 1898-1929," (D.Phil thesis,
Oxford 1968) p. 176,



events and ideas led to left-wing trade union militants led by

T. Mann forming the Workers' Union in the face of disapproval from
officials of the amalgamated craft unions, the Social-Democratic

(1)

Federation and the Independent Labour Party,

The early growth of the Workers' Union was checked by depress-
ion and high unemployment during 1902-1904 and 1908-1909, By 1910
it had only five thousand members at the outside and showed little
promise of fulfilling the ambitious goals of its founders. From 1910
however, the union's fortunes began to change and it rapidly built up
membership among agricultural workers, metal workers in South
Wales, general labourers in Yorkshire and less-skilled engineering
workers in the Midlands and the South-East of England. By 1914 the
Workers' Union had about 143,.000 members and was one of the six

(2)

largest unions in the country.

The growth of Workers' Union membership among semi-skilled
engineering workers automatically involved it in the motor industry.
Its efforts among motor workers were concentrated in Coventry and to
a lesser extent Birmingham and Derby. In Coventry it was closely
involved at the Humber and Daimler companies and in 1913 workers in
these plants took part in a wider strike of semi-skilled machinists
organised by the Workers' Union in support of a demand for an increase
of 6d per hour on their basic rate, The strike was successful, leading
to the minimum wage for semi-skilled machinists being raised to
26, 6d for a 53 hour week, with overtime being paid on the same basis

(3)

as that for craftsmen.

(1) Richard Hyman, The Workers' Union, ch.l passim,

(2)  ibid. p. 35-7.
(3) R. Hyman, '"The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 181-2,



In Birmingham the Wolseley Motor Company was the main target in
the motor industry and in Derby the Workers' Union established a
strong organisation at Rolls~-Royce, although most of its membership

(1)

was employed in the workshops of the Midland Railway Company.

By the outbreak of the First World War trade union organisation
was developing quite well among motor workers., Craft-based unions
such as the societies of Coachmakers and Tinplate Workers and more
generally the A,S,E., were beginning to establish themselves among
skilled men in the motor industry. Morsover the already quite large
proportion of semi-skilled workers in the larger firms was being
organised by the Workers' Union, To all appearances the basis for

mass trade unionism was being laid.

The First World War created circumstances which encouraged
the further growth of trade unionism. The membership of all unions
rose by nearly 2,5 million between 1914 and 1913. One of the areas
of most rapid expansion was engineering, Membership of the A,S,E,
rose from about 174, 000 at the end of 1911 to over 320, 000 at the end
of 1919, on the eve of its amalgamation with nine other unions to form

(2)

the Amalgamated Engineering Union, The membership of the

(1)  ibid. The growth of the Workers' Union in the Midlands was
greatly aided by the outbreak of strikes among unorganised
workers which occurred in 1913, The spontaneous nature of
these strikes which resulted in large membership gains for
the W,U,, was commented on by an A,S,E. organiser; '""The
Workers' Union is not so much directing the strikes as follow-
ing them, and is making members by the thousand.' Quoted
in ibid p. 56.

(2) J.B., Jefferys, The Story of the Engineers, p. 292.
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Workers' Union in engineering reached about 200, 000 during the war,

(1)

according to Hyman,

The rapid growth of trade unionism in engineering during the war
was encouraged by rapidly rising prices and the disappearance of un-
employment, factors which aided the growth of trade union member-
ship generally., Retail prices more than doubled during 1914-1918,
Average weekly wage rates for skilled engineers rose by only 73 per
cent over the same period. During the first two years of the war, when
retail prices rose by more than 40 per cent, skilled wage rates increas-

(2)

ed by a mere 11 per cent, Unskilled engineering workers did better
than the craftsmen in terms of relative movements in prices and
average weekly wage rates as rates actually rose by more than the cost
of living during 1914-1918. Even so, until 1917 rates lagged behind

(3)

prices. District wage claims became so numerous that there were
delays before they were even considered. No significant improvements
occurred until it was decided in February, 1917 to suspend district
wage negotiations in favour of national claims to be submitted at not

(4)

less than four-monthly intervals to the Committee on Production.

(1) R, Hyman, "The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 211,

(2) G.S. Bain and F, Elsheik, op.cit. Appendix E; J,W,F, Rowe,
Wages in Practice and Theory (1928) p. 17,

(3)  ibid,

4) This committee was established in February, 1915 to advise the
government on ways of expanding labour supply and increasing
productivity in the munitions industries, Under the Munitions of
War Act of July, 1915, the committee was given powers of
arbitration in industrial disputes and strikes and lock-outs were
declared illegal. See G.R. Askwith, Industrial Problems and

et e B et et
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The first national award was made in February, 1917, Previous war-
time advances were consolidated into a 7s per week advance on bhasic
rates and a further 5s per week war bonus was added, Subsequently
four flat rate increases were awarded to all grades in the munitions
industries; 3s per week in June, 1917, 5s in October, 3s.6d ia June,
1918 and 5s in October. In addition in August, 1917 a 123 per cent
bonus was awarded to fully qualified engineers on time-work, This
was later extended to skilled piece-workers and finally, after pressure

(1)

from the general unions, to other grades in munitions,

As far as the union leadership was concerned members' living
standards could only be protected by means of negotiation with
employers and the government., At the outbreak of war union leaders
had agreed to suspend strikes in progress, Following the upsurge of
unofficial strikes among engineering and munitions workers on the
Clyde in February, 1915, the government sought to make abandonment
of the strike weapon the subject of formal, if voluntary, agreement
under the "Treasury Agreement' of March, 1915. Disputes were to go
to compulsory arbitration in return for the imposition of a tax on war
profits, The agreement was given legal force when the Munitions of
War Act was passed in July. Rising prices, the failure of money
wages to rise in line - at least before 1917 - and the official abandon-
ment of the strike weapon resulted in an upsurge of unofficial agitation
and organisation in the form of a militant engineering shop stewards'

movement, appearing first on the Clyde early in 1915 and spreading

(1) A.S.E. Journal March, July, Nov., 1917; July, Nov., 1918;
J.B, Jefferys, op.cit. p. 182; R. Hyman, '""The Workers'
Union 1898-1929" p, 201; idem, The Workers' Union p. 86
Farnings held up in relation to retail prices far better than
basic rates. See Rowe, op.cit. p. 21,




to Sheffield and Coventry during the next two years, Although highly

critical of the official leadership and often opposed by it in turn, the
growth of the shop stewards' movement among skilled engineers gave
a major impetus to the extension of union membership, Unofficial
campaigns on wages were also mounted within the Workers' Union,

1
e.g. in Sheffield during 1917-1918, )

Trade union organisation efforts in the engineering trades were
also greatly stimulated by the dilution of labour, Acute shortages of
skilled labour developed at the end of 1914, partly as a result of
indiscriminate recruitment to the armed forces. At the outbreak of the
war engineering employers had pressed for the suspension of all res-
trictive practices so as to enable less skilled workers to be employed
on work normally done by craftsmen., The skilled unions had rejected
this demand but during 1914 the Engineering Employers' Federation
succeeded in obtaining the agreement of the A,S,E, to the introduction
of women to the Vickers factory at Crayford to operate machines set
up by skilled men, (@) The worsening skilled labour shortage led to the
government setting up the Committee on Production which argued for
the suspension of trade union restrictive practices for the duration of
the war 'subject to proper safeguards and adjustments to protect the

well-being of the workpeople and their trade unions,' These principles

(1) G.R. Askwith, Industrial Problems and Disputes (1920)
p. 360-418 passim; Jefferys, op.cit, p. 175-6, 182-5;
R, Hyman, The Workers' Union p. 92; James Hinton,
The First Shop Stewards' Movement (1973) chs, 3,5 and 8,

on Women in Industry Cmd 135 (1919) p. 108 (University of
Kent library).
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were incorporated in the Shells and Fuses Agreement signed by the
engineering unions and the E.E,F, in March, 1915 and the principle
of dilution was extended to other war-related industries by the
"Treasury Agreement' and the Munitions of War Act, In the Autumn
of 1915 the government introduced a general dilution scheme admin-
istered by a Central Labour Supply Committee and the Ministry of
Munitions, This meant that any employer producing essential war
supplies for the government could supplement his skilled workforce

(1)

with unskilled labour.

It is not possible to measure the full extent of dilution in the
engineering industry but it is clear that large numbers were involved.
The War Cabinet Committee on Women in Industry reported that
45, 000 women were trained by the Ministry of Munitions to perform
sheet metal work, acetylene welding and aeroplane construction
during 1917-18. Women doubled as a proportion of the labour force
in the woodworking trades, from 15 per cent in 1914 to 30 per cent by

(2)

the end of the war. In government-controlled motor and cycle

factories the proportion of women and youths in the labour force

(1) G.R. Askwith, loc, cit.; G.D.H. Cole, Workshop Organisation
(1923, reprinted 1973) p. 48, 61.

(2) Cmd 135 (1919) p. 94.
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rose from between 10 and 15 per cent of the total in July, 1914 to over

41 per cent by January, 1918, (1)

In addition of course, there was an
influx of less skilled adult males to the engineering industries which,

although no figures exist, must have been considerable,.

The dilution of labour proved to be a major source of conflict in
the engineering industry. It was the most common cause of strikes and
in 1917 a proposal to extend dilution to private as opposed to govern-
ment contracts sparked off the greatest strike movement of the war. (2)
As far as skilled engineers were concerned, dilution threatened to
undermine established conditions by injecting ''cheap labour'' into their
trades, Unions of gkilled men were anxious to regulate the process of
dilution in order to maintain craft organisation and protect craftsmen's

(3)

earnings from competition from the less-skilled. As with wages
issues, the main way in which the dilution question encouraged the
growth of organisation was by stimulating workshop organisation and

the shop stewards' movement, Reactions to dilution varied from an
p

(1) Monthly Reports on Labour in Controlled Establishments, P.R,O,
MUN 5/102/360/102. A government-controlled establishment
was one in which wages were subject to regulation by the govern-
ment under the terms of an amendment to the Munitions of War
Act passed in January, 1916 as a result of trade union pressure,
The government was empowered to issue directives to firms on
munitions work which related to the wages of unskilled and semi-
skilled lahour. See Jefferys, op.cit. p. 178.

(2) B. Pribicevie, The Shop Stewards' Movement and Workers'
Control, 1910-1922 (Oxford 1959) p. 32-6; James Hinton,
The First Shop Stewards' Movement ch.7.

(3)  Pribicevic, op.cit. p. 32-3; G.D.H. Cole, Workshop
Organisation p, 39-40



unsuccessful attempt by the Clyde Workers' Committee to place dilut-
ion under the complete control of the committee to the establishment
of union-sanctioned works committees aiming to ensure that dilution

(1)

was introduced to factories with as little friction as possible,

Unions of skilled men were suspicious of dilution but the leader-
ship realised that total resistance was out of the question, Mass
opposition only came in 1917 when the government sought, unsuccess-
fully, to extend dilution to private work, For the most part union
officials were prepared to accept dilution on government munitions
work so long as it was guaranteed that dilutees would be dismissed
from skilled jobs after the war and that before dilutees were introduced
into an establishment there should be adequate consultation with union
representatives, This meant that greater attention was given to build-
ing up workshop organisation by appointing shop stewards and getting
works committees elected. In 1918 a Ministry of Labour committee of
inquiry reported that ''the problem of dilution has been one of the most
potent forces in forwarding the movement towards works committees"
and that trade unions saw such committees, composed of shop stewards,

(2)

as a means of strengthening organisation.

_ Dilution also encouraged unions of less=skilled workers to ex-
tend their membership. Unions of skilled men made no real effort to
organise dilutees although they did mount wage demands on their be-
half, insisting that after a period of probation dilutees performing
skilled work should receive the skilled rate. 8) The field was thus
left open for general unions and societies catering especially for
women, such as the National Federation of Women Workers which

grew from just over 10, 000 in 1914 to over 31, 000 by 1917, @)




(2)

Hinton, op.cit. ch.4; Cole, op.cit. ch.6.

Ministry of Labour, Report of a Commilttee of Inquiry into
Works Committees (1918) p. 9-12, 37-8. The devolution of
responsibility and power to the shop floor did however, create
tensions between shop stewards and full-time officials, On
Clydeside the A,S,E. wanted negotiations over dilution to be
under the direction of the union's district committee rather
than left to representatives in individual firms, possibly as a
way of controlling the militancy of the munitions workers who,
although in a minority among engineering workers on the Clyde,
dominated the unofficial movement., In Coventry in April 1917,
union officials denounced a strike by workers at the Hotchkiss
gun factory in support of a demand for the recognition of their
works committee and told employers to ignore the committee,
As a result two works committees were set up; one, which was
officially recognised by management, was under the strict
supervision of trade union officials, The other was an unrecog-
nised committee established by militant workers., See Hinton,
op.cit. p. 154-5, 216-7.

H. Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism p, 153, This
demand was conceded by the government in an amendment to
the Munitions of War Act in January, 1915,

Ministry of Munitions, Report of the Women's Employment




By far the most important organiser of dilutees in engineering
during the war was the Workers' Union, It saw the war as providing
an opportunity to expand its membership among less-skilled engineer=-
ing workers and urged members to organise them ''as they have never
been organised before'. In 1915 the Workers' Union leadership stated
its belief that women had become a permanent force in the industry and
its intention to make the Workers' Union their leading representative.(l)
By the end of the war the Workers' Union had about 170, 000 members
in the Midlands - more than the total membership of the union in 1914 -
and there was rapid growth among engineering workers in Loondon and
the South-East. Here membership, which had been of little account in
1914, rose to approximately 80, 000. The union's female membership
rose from 5,000 to 80,000, most of the increase coming during 1916 =~
1918. (@) The National Union of General Workers  (the National Union
of Gasworkers and General Labourers)competed with the W, U, for
engineering dilutees - competition between the W, U, and the N,U,G, W,
for females is said to have been fierce 3 but the W, U, established

by far the greatest presence.

Undoubtedly workers in the motor industry shared in the growth
of trade unionism during the First World War, However, automobile
production contracted as motor car sales slumped and this was not

fully compensated for by the growth of demand for military vehicles.

(1) Workers' Union, Annual Report 1914, 1915.

(2) R. Hyman, '"The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 100, 105.
idem., The Workers' Union p.87-8.

(3) R. Hyman, '"The Workers' Union 1898-1929" p.101.




The Rover Motor Company for example, manufactured four hundred
lorries during 1915-1917 but produced only 149 motor cars compared
with 1, 943 in 1914 and its motor-cycle output dried up completely.
Morris Motors, which sold over a thousand vehicles in 1914 sold only

(1)

240 cars and chassis in 1918. Other motor firms such as Austin,

Crossley and Rolls-Royce became increasingly involved in making

(2)

aero-engines, Employment nevertheless continued to grow, probably

(3)

as a result of the greater involvement of motor firms in aircraft work,

In view of the general nature of the problems facing trade unions
in the engineering trade during the war and the broadly-based nature of
recruitment, it is not surprising that little separate mention was made
of the efforts in the motor industry. However, there is sufficient
evidence to suggest that trade unions continued to pay attention to the
motor firms, especially where they dominated local engineering product-
ion, The outstanding example was Austin's Longbridge plant in

Birmingham which employed 20, 000 workers by 1918, The A,S.E, and

(1) R. B, Pugh (ed), Victoria History of the Counties of England :
Warwickshire Vol. 8 (1969) p. 182; P.L., Cook and R, Cohen,
Effects of Mergers (1958) p. 359; P.W,S., Andrews and
E. Brunner, The Life of Lord Nuffield (1955) p. 112,

(2) "Memorandum on War Munitions Volunteers' (1918) P. R, O.
MUN 3/230; A.S.E. Journal April, 1918, Organising District
Delegate's Report (hereafter referred to as O,D,D.'s Report)
division 7; Nov. 1918, O.D.D.'s Report, division 8.

(3)  Official sources estimated that employment in motor and cycle
establishments rose from a little over 100, 000 in July, 1914
to approximately 124, 000 in January, 1918, Ministry of
Munitions, Monthly Report on Labour in Controlled Establishments
(July, 1914) P,R.O. MUN 5/101/360/100; ibid.(Jan. 1918)
P.R.O. MUN 5/102/360/102.




other unions of skilled men established a works committee there in

1917, Organisation was strong enough to prevent the transfer out of

the district of the committee's chairman, Arthur Peacock, whom the

men suspected was being victimised in view of the company's refusal

to recognise the works committee. The campaign to save Peacock
promoted greater interest in trade union membership among the less-
skilled workers at the plant and representation on the Longbridge Works
Committee was extended to them during the early months of 1918. 1)
Thereafter the Longhridge plant attracted the attention of militants with- }
in the unofficial movement and the National Administrative Council of

Shop Stewards' organisation in Birmingham (the Birmingham Workers'

Committee tried unsuccessfully in June to use the refusal of Austin
to recognise the Longbridge Warks Committee as the basis for a one-
day general strike in Birmingham to secure the wider recognition of

(3)

works committees and shop stewards in the district,

Elsewhere the A,S,E, put pressure on motor firms to conform
to the conditions of work approved by its district committees and employ
its members. One example was the McCord Lorry Company at
Cricklewood where, following the firm's refusal to employ union men

or pay union rates, the A,S,E. instigated a successful embargo on

(1) Hinton, op.cit. p..227; Roy Church, Herbert Austin, The

British Motor Car Industry to 1914 (1979) p.45.

(2) The N, A,C.S.S., was the coordinating body of the wartime
shop stewards' movement,

(3)  ibid. p. 228; Birmingham Trades Council, Minutes 17 May,
1 June, 5 Oct, 1918; Birmingham Daily Post 14,17,21 May,
1918,




labour supply to the company, eventually forcing it to conform to
A.S.E. conditions relating to pay and the employment of trade union-
ists. (1) As in other branches of engineering organisational efforts
were encouraged by the need to protect district rates, ensure that war-
time bonus awards negotiated with the Committee on Production were
being paid, and to protect the interests of skilled men in the face of

dilution.

Woodworking unions were also active in their efforts to recruit
vehicle builders in the motor industry. The United Kingdom Society
of Coachmakers, spurred on by its desire to resist the introduction of
payments by results, attempted to mount a joint organising campaign
in London with the London and Provincial Coachmakers' Society. How -
ever, the small size of these organisations and their limited appeal to
workers in the larger establishments due to their exclusive craft out-
look meant that they enjoyed little success. The United Kingdom
Society entered the war with 12, 000 members. By 1919 it still had
only 13,682, The London and Provincial's membership remained in-

(2)

significant, amounting to 1,146 in January, 1914 and 1,603 in 1919,

The Workers' Union continued its efforts among workers in the
motor firms of Birmingham, Coventry and Derby. Membership grew
at Austin, among workers in motor firms in Coventry and at

Rolls-Royce at Derby, especially from 1916 onwards, In addition it

(1) A.S.E. Journal August 1915, O.D.D.'s Report, division 10,

(2) U.K. Society of Coachmakers, Quarterly Report and Journal
Oct. 1914; National Union of Vehicle Builders, A Short History
of the N.U.V,.B. 1834-1959 (1959) p. 18; London and Provincial
Society of Coachmakers, Annual Report 1914,
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developed organisation at Foden's Ltd., the commercial vehicle
company at Sandbach and during 1915 members at the firm struck
successfully for an increase of 3s per week and the right for union
officials to meet with managment. A 3s advance was obtained for
semi-skilled operatives and labourers at Leyland Motors in January,

(1)

1917 and membership increased. However, it appears that the
locus of Workers' Union organisation remained firmly seated in the
Midlands since although its membership in London and the South-East
grew faster than anywhere else during 1914-1918, it consisted over-
whelmingly of workers in shell factories, naval yards and the Royal
Small-Arms factory at Enfield Lock. No mention was made of motor

(2)

workers,

The rapid growth of trade union membership did not end with the
termination of the war, Conditions during the first eighteen months of
peace favoured the continued build-up of trade union organisation
throughout industry. Industrial production regained and surpassed pre-
war levels as war losses were made up and pent-up consumer demand
was released, Unemployment remained at low levels and prices con-
tinued to rise rapidly. In these circumstances unions were quick to
demand compensating wage increases, In engineering the system of
national wage awards devzloped during the war was continued until

1920 and advances of 5s and 3s,6d per week were awarded to time-

(1) Workers' Union Annual Report, 1914-1917; Workers' Union
Record Jan., 1917,

(2) Workers' Union Annual Report 1914-1918; Workers' Union
Record 1914-1918, See also R, Hyman, 'The Workers'
Union, 1898-1929" p, 110-1,




workers in January and December, 1919, Pieceworkers also bene-

fitted as a result of an agreement in April, 1919 which guaranteed that
pieceworkers "of average ability'' should earn 333 per cent above

basic time rates, excluding war bonuses. Working hours in engineer-
ing were reduced at the beginning of 1919 from 53 to 47 for a standard

(1)

week,

In the motor industry, output recovered quickly, aided by pro-
tection from American competition through the McKenna Duties and
reached 60, 000 vehicles in 1920 compared with the pre-war peak of
34, 000, (2) The demand for labour was brisk and in this atmosphere
workshop organisation continued to thrive and was in some cases
extended to new establishments, for example the Sunbeam Motor
Company at Wolverhampton, (3), The bouyancy of trade and the high
demand for skilled lahour in motor plants also encouraged some of the
smaller unions to strengthen their organisation in their branches of the

industry. One example is that of the National Society of Brassworkers

(1) R. Hyman, '"The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p, 206-7

(2) The 1920 output figure is from P.W.S. Andrews and E. Brunner,
The Life of Lord Nuffield p. 96. The McKenna Duties were
imposed in 1915 to save foreign exchange and shipping space.
They were retained after the war and wers supplemented in 1921
by the Safeguarding of Industries Act. Imported vehicles were
subject to a 33 per cent ad. valorem duty. See W. Ashworth,

An Economic History of England, 1870-1939 (1960) p. 270-1, 393;

A, Plummer, New British Industries in the Twentieth Century
(1937) p. 74.

(3) This firm agreed at the end of 1918 to meet officials of the
A.S.E. to discuss the establishment of shop committees, A.S.E.
Journal Jan. 1913, O.D.D.,'s report, division 9,



and Metal Mechanics which began to step up recruitment among wire

wheel makers in Coventry. By 1920 it had made sufficient progress

to raise its members' wage rate to the same as that for fitters and

turners.

(1)

The promise of more effective organisation of automobile work-~

ers was held out by the formation by amalgamation of the National

Union of Vehicle Builders in 1919 and the Amalgamated Engineering

Union in 1920, Both amalgamations were chiefly inspired by the

feeling of a need to counterbalance the growing effectiveness of employ-

ers' associations by uniting as many societies in their industries as

possible, and to avoid demarcation disputes.

(2)

These amalgamations

did, however, have their limitations from the point of view of serving

as vehicles for the development of mass trade unionism in engineering

and vehicle building. Something of a committment to the extension of

(1)

Brassworkers and Metal Mechanics Quarterly Journal Jan, and
Sept. 1920.

The N, U. V.B. was formed by amalgamation of the L.ondon and
Provincial Society of Coachmakers, the United Kingdom Society
of Coachmakers, the Operative Coachmakers' Federal Union in
London and the Vicemen's Trade Society in London, National
Union of Vehicle Builders, A Short History of the N.U, V, B,

e et e et e et

A.S.E. with nine other engineering societies in 1920, These
were the United Machine Workers' Association, the United
Kingdom Society of Amalgamated Smiths and Strikers, the Steam
Engine Makers' Society, the East of Scotland Brassfounders'
Society, Associated Brassfounders', Turners', Fitters’,
Finishers' and Coppersmiths' Society, the Amalgamated
Instrument Makers' Society, London United Metal Turners’,
Fitters' and Finishers' Society and the North of England Brass
Turners', Fitters' and Finishers' Society. J.B. Jefferys,
op.cit. p. 295; See also A.S.E. Journal August, 1919,
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organisation beyond the ranks of the skilled was embodied in Rule 1

of the N, U,V,B., which stated that the union "shall be open to all
skilled and semi-skilled workers' engaged in the construction and
finishing of all types of vehicle bodies, including locomotives, agri-
cultural machinery and aircraft as well as motor cars and coaches,

In practice, as will be shown later, the committment to the recruit-
ment of workers other than craftsmen remained virtually non-existent

until the end of the 1930s,

The amalgamation in engineering was far from complete., A
number of important societies had not joined the amalgamation, e.g.
the boilermakers, foundry workers, patternmakers and electricians,
Those which had amalgamated were the smaller unions only, The
amalgamation was something of a tidying up operation rather than a
genuine manifestation of industrial unionism or even a very effective
response to the growth of the E.E,F. since it was only those unions
which were least viable as independent organisations which amalgamat-
ed with the A,S,E., In addition, the A,E,U, did not represent much of
a movement towards all-grades organisation, The claim of the
Executive Council that the union catered for all skilled and semi-
skilled engineering workers was false, Semi-skilled workers were
allowed to join that section of the union open to those not qualified or
over the age limit for admission to the skilled sections but no real
effort was made to recruit them. Women and the operators of auto-
matic and semi-automatic machinery remained excluded until 1926,

According to one member of the union therefore, in 1920 the A,E, U,
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was ''"a craft union and still retains the odious features of craft union-

n (1)

ism.,

The growth of organisational effectiveness was thus clearer in the
case of the N, U, V,B, than the A,E,U,, since the former brought to-
gether a number of relatively small, locally based unions to form a
national organisation of some size in order to counteract the emergence
of an employers' federation among motor body builders and the growing
size of body building and assembly businesses, In its first published
report in July, 1919 the Executive Council told members of the weak-
ness of the union outside London and of the steps which were being taken
to improve the position, Additional district organisers were appointed
for London (effectively the whole of the South of England), Birmingham,
Manchester, Scotland and Irelz;nd. Membership in July, 1919 stood at
just under 18,500, By April, 1920 it was 25,300 and a number of new
branches had been set up in London and the Midlands. (2)

Meanwhile the Workers' Union had continued to build up its
membership in Coventry and Birmingham to a total of over 90, 000, Its

greatest efforts in the motor industry were probably at Austin in

(1) A.E.U, Rules 1920; Jefferys, op.cit. p.208; A.E.U, Journal
July, 1920, There was some considerable feeling among young-
er members that policy on membership was too exclusive, and in
1920 the National Committee of the A,E, U, passed a resolution
recommending that the executive open membership of the A,E, U,
to operators of automatic and semi-automatic machinery.
National Committee Report, 1920,

(2) N.U.V,B. Quarterly Report and Journal July, 1919, April, 1920;
National Union of Vehicle Builders, A Short History of the
N.U.V.B. p. 20-1.




Birmingham, which according to Hyman was an important source of
membership, but efforts were obviously made at many other firms,
since by 1920 the W. U, 's organisation in the Midlands motor industry
had developed powerfully, (1) It also began to recruit more widely
among skilled workers following the Restoration of Pre-War Practices
Act which relegated many of its members who had progressed to

(2)

virtually skilled status in terms of earnings, to labourers.

The period from 1910 to 1920 thus saw attempts to build mass
union organisation in the engineering industry generally and this had a
considerable impact on automobile workers., A significant improve-
ment in the machinery for organising less-s killed workers occurred
with the rise of the Workers' Union and a more effective organisation
for woodworkers and bodymakers in the motor industry emerged in the
form of the N,U,V,B, in 1919, These factors, together with the con-
tinued efforts of the A,S,E,/A,E, U, and other societies led to the
development of what was probably quite a large trade union presence
in the motor industry, especially in the Midlands, This position was
destroyed however, during the post-war slump of 1921-1922, The
index of industrial production for the United Kingdom fell from 90.3 in
1920 to 73.5 in 1921 (1924 = 100) and unemployment rose from 3,9 per

cent to 16, 9 per cent of the insured workforce, marking the beginning

(1) R. Hyman, "The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p, 143, 215-6.

(2)  ibid p. 240-7. The W, U, did not seek to compete directly with
unions of skilled men; rather it organised skilled workers in
plants where there was no craft union przsence.




of the mass unemployment which was to persist throughout the inter-

(1)

war period,

The slump in the motor industry began in October, 1920 and was
described later as the most severe to have hit the industry, being
worse in its proportionate effects than that of the 1930s and coming so
suddenly and unexpectedly while firms were ill-prepared to meet it, @)
The index of vehicle output fell from 70,7 in 1920 to 62,7 in 1921
(1924 = 100), some firms suspended production and workers were laid
off in large numbers. 3) Automobile firms were vulnerable at this time
since many were small, operating at high levels of costs. Also, some
had borrowed heavily during the boom in order to extend their body
making capacity and so correct imbalances in their plants caused by the
switch to wartime production, *) The slump in the motor industry was
short lived however and output and employment began to climb from
1922 onwards, a growth that was only interrupted during 1929-1932, un-
(5)

til a pre-war peak was reached in 1937, Nevertheless, the

(1) Production figures are taken from K.S. Lomax, "Growth and
Productivity in the United Kingdom'' Productivity Measurement
Review Vol, 38 (1964). Unemployment rates are from
Department of Employment and Productivity, British Labour
Statistics : Historical Abstract (1971) p. 306,

(2) P.W.S, Andrews and E, Brunner, The Life of Lord Nuffield
p. 98.

(3) Output figures are from A,E., Musson, The Growth of British
Industry op,.cit, p. 277,

4) British Association, Britain in Recovery (1938) p. 153,

(5)  See Appendix 1; Output and Employment in the Vehicle Industry.



depression of 1921-1922 had far-reaching effects upon the development

of automobile trade unionism.

The depression was a signal to employers to cut wages and to
launch a counter-offensive against labour in order to recover such
control over conditions of work in the factories as had been lost during
the upsurge of union organisation in the engineering trades in the
previous ten years., The first attack was on wages as during 1921 the
engineering employers withdrew the percentage bonuses which had been
awarded during 1917-1918. Vehicle building employers also forced
wage reductions of 2d and 3d per hour upon the N,U,V,B. during 1921-
1922 and during the Spring of 1921 the National Employers' Association
of Vehicle Builders forced the introduction of payments by results
systems to their shops and insisted that the N, U, V, B, should cease to
interfere with the hiring and conditions of work of apprentices.(l) The
Workers' Union also faced reductions of 6s.3d per week in Birmingham
and Coventry at the beginning of 1921 and further reductions were en-

(2)

forced as prices continued to fall during 1921-1923,

The downturn in production and trade and rising unemployment
also provided the basis for a clash between employers and unions over
the proper extent of managerial control in the engineering industry.
Inifially the issue in dispute was overtime but it rapidly widened into
one of whether managment had the right to sole control over their

establishments or whether their decisions should be subject to a trade

(1)  Jefferys, op.cit. p, 219-20; N,U.V.B, Quarterly Journal
Jan-March, 1921; A Short History of the N,U,V,B, p. 21,

(2) R. Hyman, "The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 207-9,
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union veto, In November, 1921 the Engineering Employer' Federation
demanded that the A,E, U, sign a memorandum in which it was declared
that unions should not interfere with the rights of employers to manage
their own establishments, Managment decisions were to be obeyed and
any questions arising from those decisions should be resolved within the
established grievance procedure. Meanwhile, pending resolution of
these questions, managment's instructions were to be followed. There
was also included a specific mention of overtime working in which it
was stated that managment had the right to decide when overtime was
necessary. This last point was unacceptable to the A,E,U, which, in
view of rising unemployment, had begun to campaign for the abolition
of systematic overtime and had in fact initiated an embargo on overtime
working. However, the A,E.U; leadership, anxious to avoid a con-
frontation with the E.E.F,, agreed to ballot its membership on the
terms of the memorandum. Against the advice of the union executive
the members rejected it and A, E, U, members were locked out of

Federated establishments on 11th March, 1922,

It seems to have been the case that the E,E.F, used the overtime
issue as an excuse to wrest authority in the workshops from the
engineering unions, since having locked out the A,E.U., the Federation
thén threatened to lock out fifty other engineering unions with whom it
was not in dispute unless they gave a written undertaking to accept the
right of managers to exercise their ''managerial functions''. As a re-
sult a number of other unions were locked out on the 2nd May. The
determination of the Federation to obtain acceptance of the principle of
managerial control was explained in the Federation's report in 1922;
"The union representatives made it clear that they are determined that
any restrictions they have been able to impose as a result of the ab-

normal conditions during and since the war in relation to managerial
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(1)

acts shall be maintained, " During the war managerial control over
a range of issues such as the manning of machines and the conditions
of work of apprentices had been eroded by a combination of government
control in munitions and challenges from the shop stewards' movement,
Attempts had been made to place stewards within a regulatory frame-
work which defined and limited their functions within the shops by
means of shop stewards' recognition agreements in 1917 and 1919, (@)
Nevertheless, employers felt that the principle of their right to manage
freely, which had been laid down in the 1898 Terms of Settlement
following the previous engineering lock-out, had been undermined and
they were determined to restore it in full, The result of the 1922 lock-
out was a foregone conclusion, Engineering had suffered badly from
the slump, A quarter of the A,E.U's members were unemployed and
consequently there had occurred a severe drain on its finances, In

fact it took three months before the employers' victory was conceded
and the principle of the '"right to manage'' enshrined in the 1922
Managerial Functions Agreement, The 1922 agreement made matters
affecting the hiring and dismissal of workers, their disposition within
the factory, the organisation of work, overtime and methods of payment

subject to managerial decision, Questions arising out of such decisions

(1) Quoted in E, Wigham, The Power to Manage. A History of the
Engineering Employers' Federation op.cit, p. 120, See also
p. 110-119; Jefferys op.cit. p. 217-26.

(2) The 1917 agreement was of little effect since it was rejected by
the A,S.E, on the grounds that no provision was made for the
recognition of works committees. The A,S,E. signed the 1919
agreement which was extended to works committees as well as
stewards. See G,D.H. Cole, Workshop Organisation op, cit,
p. 72-4,




could be discussed within the procedure for avoiding disputes laid down
in the agreement but until that procedure had been exhausted work was
to proceed according to managment instructions. (L) The lock-out
temporarily exhausted the funds and energy of the engineering unions
and employers took advantage of this to press for the wider introduct-
ion of payments by results and where possible to introduce new machin-

ery manned by semi-skilled workers,

There exists little detailed information relating to the effects of
1921-1922 upon trade unionism in the motor industry but it is evident
that they were serious, Hyman wrote that ''the calamitous slump in the
motor industry allowed the employers to smash almost irretrievably
the previously powerful trade union organisation' in Birmingham and

(2)

Coventry. It is clear that some federated motor firms used the 1922

lock-out to break trade union organisation, In December, 1922 the
A,E,U, reported on the Jowett Motor Company's behaviour after the

(3) ’

lock=-out at a central conference with employers,

(1) See A,I, Marsh, Industrial Relations in Engineering (Oxford
1955) p. 264; Wigham, op.cit. Appendix F,

(2) R. Hyman, "The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 216,

(3) The central conference was the final stage of grievance
procedure where representatives of the national executives
of the trade unions and the E,E.F. came together.
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", .... since the lock-out finished there has not been a

single A.E.U, man started at Jowett's., Every man

who goes there is asked if he is a member of the

Society and he is asked to fill in a form to say whether

or not he is a member, and in no single instance has

a man who has had to say that he was a society man

been started at Jowett's,' (1)
The A.E.U.'s position at the Austin Motor Company was also severe-
ly weakened until the late 1930s as a result of the slump and the firm's
participation in the engineering lock-out. Quite strongly organised up
to 1920, by 1923 "only the woodcutting machinists and the vehicle
builders possessed anything approaching effective organisation, " 2)
So far as the N, U, V. B. and other woodworking unions in the motor
industry were concerned, 1921-1922 was probably a temporary crisis
since they were not drawn into the conflict with the E,E,F. to any
great extent. The N, U, V, B, made gains in the motor industry during
1923-1925 as the demand for labour in motor body building rose con-
siderably. A growing proportion of the union's members were employ-
ed in automobile work and the union encouraged those of its members
who were skilled in railway, tram and other vehicle building to fill the

growing number of vacancies in the motor industry, going to the lengths

of ordering branch secretaries to stop paying unemployment benefit to

(1) '"Report of a Central Conference Between Representatives of
the Engineering and Allied Employers' National Federation and
Various Trade Unions'' (hereafter referred to as "'"Engineering
Central Conference Report') 7th December, 1922, Bradford
reference.

(2) Roy Church, Herbert Austin op.cit. p. 148.




out-of-work members where they were satisfied that they were quali-

(1)

fied for motor work. Modest increases in membership between

1922 and 1926 were recorded in Birmingham (from 650 to 701),

Coventry (from 1,710 to 2,286), Manchester (from 612 to 1, 069) and
more spectacular growth took place in West London where the
Shepherds Bush branch, newly formed in 1923, reached a total member-

ship of 600 by April, 1926. (2)

In contrast, the A,E.U. experienced decreases in membership in
major automobile centres. In Birmingham its membership fell from
4,375 in June, 1922 to 3,037 in June, 1925 and in Coventry from 8, 971
to 2,879. This suggests that the slump and lock-out had a more ad-
verse effect upon the A, E,U,'s position in the motor industry. In fact
it was not until the recovery from the depression of 1929-1932 that the

(3)

A.E.U. began to make headway once more in the main motor towns.

The overwhelming blow to the development of mass unionism in
the motor industry during the 1920s however, was the collapse of the
Workers' Union. Membership, which had reached 495, 000 in 1920, fell
to 140, 000 by 1923 - a loss of 70 per cent. There was a temporary halt

(1) N.U.V.B. The Vehicle Builders,-1834-1972 (1972) p. 10;
N.U. V.B. Quarterly Journal, April-June, 1923, General
Secretary's Report.

(2) N. U, V.B. Quarterly Report and Monthly Journal, Jan., 1922,
April, 1923, April, 1926, returns from branches.

(3) A.E.U. Journal, June, 1922; June, 1925 branch returns.



to the decline during the mid-1920s but the downward course was re=-

sumed after 1926. )

Other ''general'' unions experienced heavy
membership losses during the early 1920s owing to the particular
vulnerability to unemployment of the unskilled, but the Workers' Union
experienced the most spectacular decline. The reason for the partic-
ular severity of the Workers' Union's experience has been identified as
the large concentration of its organisation in agriculture and engineer-
ing, sectors in which the impact of the depression was particularly
severe. (2) The fall in engineering membership was enormous. In
Birmingham and Coventry it plummetted from around 90, 000 in 1920
to a little over 15, 000 by the end of 1923 as a result of depression and
the 1922 lock-out. By 1929 it stood at about 9, 000. ®) The decimat-
ion of the W. U, in the Midlands effectivelybroke up trade union organ-
isation among semi-skilled workers in the motor industry, who con-
tinued to grow as a proportion ofthe workforce. In spite of reports in

1923 that the employment situation in Birminghamhad begun to improve

as a result of renewed growth in the motor and cycle trades and an

(1) According to Hyman the General Strike sealed the union's fate.
Already in a parlous financial situation owing to huge member-
ship losses and heavy outlays in the form of unemployment and
dispute benefit, it had to pay out a total of £58, 000 in 1926,

This put the union seriously into deficit and its finances, like its
membership, never recovered. When it amalgamated with the
T.G,W.U. in 1929 it was virtually bankrupt. R. Hyman, The
Workers' Union p. 136.

(2) Output in mechanical engineering - excluding vehicles - fell by
a third during 1920-1921. A, E. Musson, op.cit. p.277.

(3) R. Hyman, 'The Workers' Union, 1898-1929, p. 143,




admonition to district organisers in 1925 to be alert to opportunities

for developing membership in the expanding motor industry, the

(1)

Workers' Union was a spent force by the mid-1920s,

Efforts to organise the motor industry were resumed during the
mid«1920s, In 1923 and 1924 visits were made to some motor plants

as part of the T, U, C,'s '"Back to the Union' campaign, (2)

The mid-
twenties also saw more specific efforts beginning to be directed at
motor plants in the Midlands and Greater London and the South-East,
Organising meetings were held for motor workers in Birmingham and
Coventry by the N, U, V, B, and A,E,U, and also in Manchester by the
N.U.V,.B. The Vehicle Builders were successful in developing a
position of strength in some important plants such as Austin Motors
where by 1926 it was reported tﬁat the union was strong in all relevant
departments, Crossley Motors, where it established what was effect-

ively a closed shop and Leyland Motors, where it had succeeded in

securing the retention of craftsmen in shops to which mass-production

(1) Workers' Union Record June, 1923; Workers' Union Annual
Report 1925.

(2)  The T.U.C. mounted a propaganda campaign to call workers
back into their unions and encouraged and aided trade unions
and trades councils to mount their own campaigns at all levels =
workshop, branch, district etc. Enthusiasm for the campaigns
varied, largely according to the state of trade and employment
in each area, The A,E.U, also said that general campaigns of
this kind were more suited to unskilled workers and their unions
than the skilled, who were more restrictive in outlook. See
A.E.U, Journal July, 1923, O,D.D.'s Report, division 9 and
17.




(1)

methods had been introduced. Progress was also made in Coventry

where, by 1927-1928 the N.U.V, B, was described as "practically 100
n (2)

per cent and powerful,

The A.E.U. began to hold organising meetings in Coventry in
1925 and in spite of poor results continued its efforts among motor
workers during 1926 and 1927, and during the latter year meetings held
at the Hillman, Humber and Armstrong-Siddeley plants were well
attended. Even so, by 1930 it appears that the A.E.U. had only
succeeded in organising one~tenth of the workers eligible for member-
ship. 8) Efforts were resumed in Birmingham during 1927, concentrat-
ing on the Austin works, and continued over the next two years. Meet-
ings of branch officials and shop stewards were held to discuss ways
of mounting effective propaganda campaigns, which led to a permanent

(4)

organising committee being set up.

The A.E.U. and the Vehicle Builders also began to attempt the

organisation of motor plants in London and the South-East during the

(1) N.U,V,B. Monthly Journal Oct. 1923, Midlands District Report;
Quarterly Journal April-June, 1923, Liverpool District Report;
Quarterly Journal Jan-March, 1924, General Secretary's Report,
It is clear that the N, U, V. B. organising effort was not so
severely hampered by the events of 1921-1922 as that of the
A.E.U, given the earlier recovery of organisation,

(2) Trades Union Congress, ''Survey of Trade Union Organisation',
1930-1931. (T.U.C. Library, Congress House).

(3) A.E,U. Journal April, 1925, March, 1926, June, 1927,
O.D.D.'s Report, division 18; T.U.C. "Survey of Trade Union
Organisation' 1930-1931.

4) A.E.U. Journal May, 1928, O.D.D.'s Report, division 17;
A.E.U. Journal May, 1930, National Organiser's Report.
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mid-1920s. The main targets were Daimler in North-West London,
Dodge in West London and Citroen on the new trading estate at
Slough., k) So far as the A,E.U, was concerned the growth of the
Citroen Company at Slough was the factor that awakened its interest in
the motor industry in the South-East, The company, which had set up
operations on the new trading estate at Slough, began production in 1926.
It was reported as employing 1,000 men and as having plans for further
expansion, A,E.U, interest was aroused for two reasons; firstly the
considerable scope for recruitment among the quite large labour force
and secondly because the firm was seenas threatening the maintenance

of the A.E,U's district rate for engineers as long as it was unorganised.
""All sorts of rates...... and bare time for overtime' were said to be
paid, so it was considered essential to organise workers in the plant and
see that district agreements were honoured. Accordingly a national
organising official was sent to Slough in February, 1926 to launch a
campaign among engineering workers and a Joint Trades Committee was
formed with other unions in the area to deal with labour organisation
generally, Progress however, was minimal, with membership of the

A.E.U, branch in Slough only rising from 95 to 168 between February
and July, 1926. (2)

The energies of the N, U, V,B. and the A, E,U, also came to be

directed towards the Daimler Motor Company's plant at Hendon in

(1) N.U. V.B. Quarterly Journal April-June, 1926, London District
Report; A.E.U, Journal Feb., 1926, National Organiser's
Report and O.D, D, 's Report, divisions 23 and 25.

(2) A.E.U, Journal Feb., 1926 National Organiser's Report,
O.D.D.'s Report, division 23; Journal March, April, 1926,

National Organiser's Report; Journal July, 1926, branch
returns,
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North-West London during 1926, The Vehicle Builders mounted a

drive for 100 per cent membership and the Engineers appointed shop

(1)

gate meetings were held at E,N, V., Motors, J,A.P. Motors, Bentley

stewards and got a works committee elected. Elsewhere, work-

and A, E.C, in West and North-West London during 1928 -1930.

Organising efforts failed to take hold in Oxford and Luton, the
other two areas in which motor production expanded during the 1920s.
In Oxford N, U, V, B, members were not in regular communication with
the branch and following an unsuccessful attempt to organise men in the
main Morris shop in 1925, the N, U, V, B, 's enthusiasm for organisation
waned. In 1926 the Oxford City Trades Council commented on the lack
of any sort of trade union activity in the district, The first A,E, U,
organiser to be sent to Oxford arrived in 1928 and efforts to recruit

(2)

motor workers were almost completely unsuccessful,

Although the Vehicle Builders and the Engineers mounted renewed
organising efforts among automobile workers during the mid-1920s it
appears that they were somewhat sporadic and uncoordinated so that the

largest firms were not greatly affected by the campaigns. From 1929

(1) . N,U.V.B. Quarterly Journal April-June, 1926, London District
Report; A.E,U, Journal Feb., 1926, O.D.D.'s Report,
division 25,

(2) N.U,V.B. Monthly Journal Dec., 1925, General Secretary's
Report; Quarterly Journal Jan-March, 1929, London District
Report; Trades Council Joint Coordinating Committee minutes
19 Jan., 1926; A.E.U. Journal Nov., 1928, National Organiser's
Report; Journal Feb., 1930, O.D.D.,'s Report, division 20,

No mention whatsoever was made of the Vauxhall Motor Company
in Luton in the Journals or minutes of either the Vehicle Builders
or the A, E, U, after 1925,
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onwards the picture begins to change. It is of course true that efforts
continued to be made to organise the smaller firms, especially on the
bodymaking side of the industry. The National Union of Vehicle
Builders sought to enhance its position among high quality motor
manufacturers and specialist, high quality bodymakers as it found its
position as a union of skilled men who were chiefly woodworkers under-
mined elsewhere as mass production methods of body construction
using pressed steel panels were adopted by the larger assembly
businesses during the 1930s. The union mounted organising efforts
with considerable success at firms such as Park Ward Ltd., Park
Royal Coachworks Ltd., and Duple Bodies in outer London, It set up
shop committees in the first two establishments and achieved 100 per
cent organisation there by the mid-1930s. At Duple's it succeeded,
after a struggle, in obtaining a measure of recognition from manag-
ment in 1937, (1) In the Midlands its efforts centred on high-quality
manufacturers such as Armstrong-Siddeley, Daimler and Rover where
it attempted to rebuild its organisation after suffering from something
of a collapse during 1929-1932, (@) However, the central theme in the
history of automobile trade unionism from 1929 onwards is the growing
concern with the organisation of the large mass production plants;
Austin Motors, Ford and related companies at Dagenham and Morris

and Pressed Steel in Oxford. Two features stand out in this respect;

(1) N,U,V.B. Monthly Journal Jan,, 1934, June, 1936,
April, 1937, London District Report.

(2) N.U.V.B. Coventry branch minutes 7 June, 16 August,
15 Dec., 1932, 19 Dec., 1933, 24 March, 15 Sept., 1936,
19 August, 1, 8, 17 Sept., 1937; N.U, V, B, Monthly Journal
April, 1934, Midlands District Report,
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the importance of strikes in generating large-scale organisational
efforts and the renewed interest in the recruitment of semi=-skilled

operatives from the mid-1930s.

In 1929 trade unions led by the N, U, V., B, and the A,E, U, made
their first serious attempt since the post-war slump to organise one
of the major motor plants - Austin at Longbridge. As shown above,
trade union organisation among semi-skilled workers and engineers
at Austin had been smashed during 1921-1922, leaving only the Wood-
cutting Machinists and the Vehicle Builders with any real organisation-
al base. In 1926 however, these unions also su ffered a deterioration
in their position as a result of the reactions of Austin managment to the
General Strike, Although it is argued that members of the E,E.F, did
not impose onerous conditions upon men returning to work after the
strike, since the engineers' involvement in it had been so brief, there

were exceptions. (1) The Austin Company stated that strikers would

(1) Engineering workers were among the ''second wave' to be called
out after the first week of the strike. Thus many were only on
strike for a day. The view outlined above may be found in
G. A, Phillips, The General Strike., The Politics of Industrial
Conflict (1976) p.248-9. As far as the E.E.F, in Birmingham
is concerned there appear to be conflicting views., M, Morris,
The General Strike (1976) p. 101 says that ''The Birmingham
Engineering Employers' Federation agreed to take the men back
on the same terms as before'. However, R. P, Hastings refers
to the Birmingham Daily Post in stating that ''The Engineering
and Allied Employers' Federation refused to give the engineering
unions any assurances upon re-engagement''. R,P, Hastings,
"Birmingham'' in Jeffrey Skelley (ed) 1926 The General Strike
p.224, Whatever the view of the Birmingham E,E, A, however,
a number of federated firms, including Lanchester and Austin,
discriminated against strikers when taking men on.




be taken on ''only as conditions allowed and as the company required

n (1)

them, As a result both the Woodcutting Machinists and the

Vehicle Builders' organisation suffered as strikers were not rehired.

In February, 1929 however, an incident arose which prompted
renewed organisational efforts at Austin, During the late 1920s
Austin began a programme of investment in the mechanisation of the
assembly of car chassis and bodies. At the same time, closer attent-
ion was paid to labour utilisation and a system of grading work by the
amount of skill required was developed which provided the basis for
determining piece rates., In February, 1929 the firm decided to apply
the grading system over a wider area and on a more intensive basis.
In doing so a reduction in average wages in the departments affected
resulted. This raised a storm of protest and despite advice from the
A,E, U, to take no drastic action "in view of the exceptionally weak
state of organisation'', between 5,000 and 8, 000 workers, the great
majority of whom were non-unionists, struck in March, occupied the
(2)

plant and elected its own strike committee, The strike was spon-

taneous, supported chiefly by unorganised workers and owed nothing

to the efforts of the unions or the Communist Party, (3) The company

(1) R.P, Hastings, ibid.

(2) Roy Church, Herbert Austin op.cit. p.99-101, 150-1;
N,U,V,B., Monthly Journal April, 1929, Midland and South-
West District Report; A,E.U. Journal Feb. and March, 1929
O.D.D.'s Report, division 17,

(3) See R. Martin, Communism and the British Trade Unions,
1924-1 933 (Oxford 1969) p.114-5.
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shut the factory and refused to negotiate with anyone but trade union

officials and only then after the men had returned to work, Trade
unions told their members to go back to work pending negotiations but
the vast bulk of the strikers who were outside the unions stayed out,
refusing to allow union officials to negotiate on their behalf and insist-

(1)

ing that the managment should meet with the strike committee.

In spite of the rejection of union aid by the strikers, union
membership showed signs of growing during the dispute. The N, U, V, B,
put in considerable organising effort, made 150 new members within a
few days and saw the strike as revitalising what had been a moriband

(2)

state of organisation, A further boost was given to the status of
trade unions at Austin when after ten days the strike committee, un-
able to get a hearing from the managment, asked the unions to form a
negotiating committee. The committee consisting of four trade union
officials representing the A,E,U,, N,U,V,.B,, and A,S.W, M, to-
gether with four shop representatives and a representative of the women
in the plant, succeeded in gaining considerable concessions. Rather
surprisingly the company agreed not to implement the intensified
grading system and to accept the principle of mutual consultation with
union representatives in the plant concerning the fixing of piece rates.

It also agreed to recognise shop stewards under the terms of the 1919

Engineering Shop Stewards' Agreement, fix minimum rates of pay for

(1) A, Hutt, The Post-War History of the British Working Class
(1937 reprinted Wakefield 1972) p.193-4.

(2) N,U.V.B. Quarterly Journal April, 1929, Midlands and
South-West District Report.




(1)

semi-skilled men and to increase women's rates, The unions lost
no opportunity to contrast the success of their own efforts with the
failure of the unofficial strike committee, Further members were
gained and a shop stewards' committee was elected. The success at
Austin stimulated wider efforts at the organisation of motor workers
in the district, the A, E, U, sending a national organiser to help the
local District Committee build up membership at Austin and other

motor and motor-cycle firms in Birmingham and Wolverhampton, e.g.

B.S.A., Sunbeam, Villiers, A,J.S. Motorcycles and Guy Motors. (2)

The improved organisation at Austin was not, however, strong
enough to withstand the effects of the depression during 1929-1932,
Men were laid off and the A, E, U, alleged that managment was taking
advantage of the opportunity to get rid of shop stewards and other active
union members, In spite of denials from the firm, allegations of
victimisation persisted as stories of dismissals of stewards or their
transfer within the firm with the aim of breaking upunion organisation

appeared in the A, E.U, Monthly Journal, The allegations led to a

conference ofunion officers and the Birmingham Engineering Employers'
Association at which the unions were assured that Austin would adhere

tothe 1919 Shop Stewards' Agreementin which stewards were recognised
as legitimate representatives of workers in their shops so long as they

acted within the terms of agreed collective bargaining and grievance

(1) A.E.U, Journal May, 1929, National Organiser's Report,
O.D.D.'s Report, division 17; N,U, V,B, Quarterly Journal
July-Sept,, 1929, Midlands and South-West District Report.

(2) A.E.U. Journal May, 1929, National Organiser's Report.
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procedure. Nevertheless, by 1932 the Austin Shop Stewards'
Committee had ceased to function and trade unionism at Austin slump=-

(1)

ed once more.

In spite of the general set-back to organisational efforts en-
gendered by the depression, unions remained prepared to mount re-
cruitment campaigns when opportunities to gain members arose in
important firms, even in the depths of the slump. Such an opportunity
arose during 1930-1933 when the Ford Motor Company set up and open-
ed its new plant at Dagenham, providing employment for 6, 000 workers
when production commenced in 1931, (2) In addition, factories were
opened by Briggs Bodies and the Kelsey-Hayes Wheel Company in
Dagenham. The first move on the part of the unions was made in
November, 1930 by the A, E. U, Organising District Delegate in the
area, who tried to arrange an interview with the manager of the Ford
plant at Dagenham through the firm's head office in London with a view
to discussing the employment of A, E.U. members. However, he was
prevented from meeting the Dagenham managment, head office putting
him off by saying that production was not due to start for some

(3)

months, Efforts to recruit Ford workers began during 1931-1932,

led by the A.E.U. and the Vehicle Builders who together with other

(1) A,.E.U. Journal June, July, August, 1930, O.D.D,'s Report,
division 17; Roy Church, op.cit. p.152.

(2) A.E.U. Journal Dec., 1930, O.D.D.'s Report, division 25;
Henry Friedman and Sander Meredeen, The Dynamics of
Industrial Conflict., Lessons from Ford. (1980) p.22.

(3) A.E,U, Journal Dec., 1930, O.D.D.'s Report, division 25.

—— e e
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trade unions set up a Dagenham Joint Trades Committee to organise
meetings and the distribution of handbills, However, little progress
was made until 1933 when the company began to implement wage re-
ductions, starting among production line workers. There appears to
have been no immediate response to this on the part of the men and no
trade union involvement, When the cuts reached the toolroom in March,
the toolmakers walked out, precipitating, somewhat to their surprise,
a mass strike of around 7, 000 workers, (1) The neighbouring body
manufacturing company, Briggs Litd., responded to the Ford strike by
locking out its own workers. The strike at Ford lasted three days and
ended with the men returning to work after managment had conceded a
scheme to upgrade most adult workers, to provide increases of up to
6d per hour for some, to improve sanitary conditions in the factory and
to allow men to take complaints about working conditions to the manag-

(2)

ment, At Briggs Bodies the men refused to return to work when re-

called at the end of the Ford dispute and stayed out for a further week,
demanding improvements in wages and the provision of dining facilities,

(3)

demands which were eventually accepted by the managment,

(1) Jack R, Longworth, retired divisional organiser of the A,E,f U,
in R. A, Leeson, Strike, A Live History 1887-1971 (1973)
p.126; N,U.V,B. Quarterly Journal July-Sept., 1933;
A.E.U, Journal April, 1933 O.D.D.'s Report, division 20,

(2) Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering Unions,
Annual Report 1934.

(3) Friedman and Meredeen, The Dynamics of Industrial Conflict
op. cit. p.55; N,U.V,B, Monthly Journal July 1933,
Assistant General Secretary's Report.




(1)

The strikers at Ford and Briggs were unorganised workers
and the strike itself was spontaneous despite the fact that Jack
Longworth, an A, E.U. member who had been transferred to Dagenham
from the Ford plant at Trafford Park, went to see the A,E. U, 's
London District Organiser as soon as the tool-room was given notice of

(2)

the wage reductions. The strike was described by the Vehicle

Builders' Assistant General Secretary as ''a revolt of the unorganised

n (3)

against tyranny and oppression, Trade unions were quick to take

advantage of the situation however, advising the strikers and attempt-

(4)

ing to recruit them, The London District Organiser of the A, E, U,
reported a new ''sense of solidarity and need for organisation'' among
Ford workers and Jack Longworth recalled that the strike ''was a bit
of a turning point. Afterwards hundreds joined the union.'" The strike
committee continued in existence as the Ford Workers' Committee and
according tolongworth, gave help to other workers in the motor

(5)

industry. |

Membership gains in Dagenham were, however, ephemeral,

In April, 1933 there was a two-week shut-down at Ford's and the

(1) Friedman and Meredeen, op.cit. cite Bob Lovell, the A,E. U,
District Secretary from 1943-1955 as saying that the A,E, U,
had only 30 members at Ford during the early 1930s.

(2) Longworth in Leeson, op.cit,

(3) N.U.V.B. Monthly Journal July, 1933

4) Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering Unions,
Annual Report 1934,

(5) A.E.U, Journal Jan., 1934, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20;
Longworth in Leeson, op.cit. p.127.
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(1)

chairman of the March strike committee was sacked. Membership
of the N,U.V.B. and A.E.U. branches in Dagenham and Ilford showed
only small increases during 1933-1935, although the A.E,U. did
better than the Vehicle Builders. (2) A Communist Party booklet pub-
lished in 1936 argued that the absence of trade union organisation due
to the failure of Ford workers to build upon the strike action of 1933
was maintaining the exploitation of labour and in 1939 Dagenham was
referred to as a ''black spot' area in terms of trade union organisat-

(3)

ion,

In spite of these set-backs, which might have been expected given
economic conditions generally, the strikes at Ford's and Briggs Bodies
marked the beginning of a long-term effort to organise motor workers
in Dagenham during the 1930s. At the end of 1933 the A,E.U. tried
unsuccessfully to get the Ministry of Labour to give official support to
its claim for recognition at Ford's and Briggs Bodies. () With the

recovery of automobile production during 1933 the A.E.U, also took

advantage of the local demand for skilled die and press-tool workers

(1) A.E.U. Journal Oct., 1933, O.D,D.'s Report, division 20,

(2) Membership of the N.U, V, B. 's Ilford branch rose from 77 in
1933 to 90 in 1935. The union had no Dagenham branch at this
time. The A.E.U.'s Ilford branch membership rose from 181
at the end of 1933 to 324 two years later. That of the Dagenham
branch increased from 172 to 260. See N.U.V.B. Monthly
Journal and Quarterly Financial Report, Dec., 1933, 1935;
A.E.U. Journal, Dec., 1933, 1935.

(3)  "Men and Motors' (1936); Trades Union Congress Report 1939

(4) A.E.U. Journal Jan., 1934, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20.
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to ask such men not to accept work at Briggs Bodies unless they re-
ceived the union-recognised overtime and nightshift rates and further,
albeit unsuccessful, attempts were made to obtain recognition of the
unions on the Joint Trades Committee from Ford, Briggs and

1
Kelsey-Hayes during 1934.( )

As yet however, the unions in Dagenham
were weak and were unable to capitalise on a strike of unorganised
workers at the Kelsey-Hayes plant in August, 1935; the A,E.U. manag-
(2)

ed to recruit only nineteen new members.

The difficulties of organisation in Dagenham and in other parts of
Greater London in which new branches of engineering were developing
led to the attention of the T.U.C. being drawn to the problem. At the
Margate Conference in 1935 the General Council reported that its
organisation committee had considered ''the question of Trade Union
Organisation in the Greater London Area, particularly with regard to
the new industrial areas springing up in the outer belt where there is
no Trade Union tradition and very little Trade Union organisation.' A
conference of representatives of unions had been held in December,
1934 and it had been proposed that local trades councils should be re-
organised in such a way as to enable them to take a more active role in

(3)

aiding union recruitment, The issue was discussed again in the

(1) Motor vehicle output rose from 232,719 in 1932 to 286,287 in
1933 and 342499 in 1934, The index of employment in the
construction and repair of motor vehicles, cycles and aircraft
rose from 103.5 in 1932 to 114.6 in 1933 and 127,9 in 1934,
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, The Motor Industry
of Great Britain (1938) p.50; A.E.U. Journal Feb., July,
Sept., 1934, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20,

(2) A.E.U. Journal Oct., 1935, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20,

(3) Trades Union Congress Report 1935, Report on Organisation.
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following year and the T.U.C. sponsored organisation campaigns in
Barking, Dagenham and Romford, campaigns which were said to have

been relatively successful in terms of recruitment, (1)

Larger=-scale better co-ordinated campaigns in Dagenham, to-
gether with economic improvement generally and continued expansion
in motor output combined to provide better rewards in return for
organising efforts after 1935, although trade union members continued
to be a very small minority among Dagenham motor workers. During
1936 the A,E. U, 's district organiser succeeded in getting an interview
with the managment at Briggs Bodies to discuss the application of union
rates and conditions to the factory. A.,E.U. organisation among die
and tool workers began to improve and advances of between 2d and 4d

(2)

per hour were conceded by managment. Gradual accretions of
membership among skilled workers enabled the A.E,U. to put pressure
on Briggs' managment to institute paid holidays in 1938, following a
propaganda campaign mounted in Dagenham by the local trades council
and the Joint Trades' Committee. ®) Furthermore, at the end of 1938
the A.E.U, was able to mount a three-week ban on overtime involving

500 workers which forced Briggs' managment to agree to abide by the

(1) Trades Union Congress Report 1936, 1937 Report on
Organisation. Membership of the A.E,U.'s Dagenham branch
rose from 260 in 1935 to 445 in 1937. At Ilford it grew from
324 to 434. A.E.U, Journal Dec., 1935, 1937.

(2) A.E.U, Journal Oct., Nov., 1936, O.D.D.'s Report,
division 20,

(3) A.E.U. Journal June, 1938, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20;
Trades Union Congress Report 1939 Report on Organisation.
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union's district agreements on working hours, overtime and night-shift

(1)

rates., Thus a battle to obtain recognition of these rates at Briggs,
which had begun five years earlier, was finally won. The victory was
only partial, however, since the company continued to withhold formal
recognition. Moreover, as far as organisation among motor workers
in Dagenham as a whole was concerned, progress was still limited.
Ford and Kelsey-Hayes continued to be virtually non-union establish-
ments and where organisation had begun to take root, as at Briggs, it

(2)

was largely confined to skilled men.

It was a strike of unorganised workers also which stimulated the
first large=-scale organising efforts among motor workers at Cowley,
Oxford during 1934. Trade unions had made only half-hearted efforts
there during the 1920s. Renewed activity began during the early 1930s,
with the A.E.U. running a campaign among skilled engineers during
1930-1931. 3) More significantly perhaps, the Transport and General
Workers' Union started recruitment campaigns among employees of

Pressed Steel and Morris Motors during 1933, Although this campaign

(1) A.E,U, Journal Jan,, 1939, O.D,D,'s Report, division 20.

(2) The T.G.W, U, had some interest in the Ford Motor Company,
reporting on the state of production at Dagenham in 1932, How-
ever, the minutes of the General Council and the Metal and
Engineering Trade Group contain no reference to recruitment at
the plant before the Second World War. See T.G,W,U., Metal
and Engineering Trade Group Committee, minutes 21 Oct., 1932.

(3) A.E.U. Journal Feb., August, Dec., 1930, O.D.D.'s Report,
division 20; Feb., June,, July, Nov., 1931 O,D,D.'s Report,
division 18.



was a purely local affair, run by the union's branch in Oxford, it
represents one of the first efforts at the organisation of motor workers
by the T.G. W, U. and the revival of serious attempts to organise the
growing number of semi=-skilled production workers in the motor

industry.

The presence of the T.G. W, U, in the engineering industries
derived very largely from its absorbtion of the Workers' Union in 1929,
Hyman states that the T,G. W.U.'s membership in private engineering
firms in 1930 was 24, 790 and that this was "'almost wholly derived from

(1)

the Workers' Union, This membership was organised into a pro-
visional Engineering Trade Group in 1930. The Group covered workers
employed in engineering factories, foundries, shipyards, carriage and
wagon works, railway workshops and in cable, wire and accumulator
manufacture. Following ratification of the decision to establish the
new group by the 1931 Delegate Conference of the union, the Group was
formally constituted as the Metal, Engineering and Chemical Trade

Group. @)

From the middle 1930s onwards the T.G, W, U, followed by the
A,E.U. made rapid progress among workers at the Pressed Steel body
plant at Cowley. It was here that the revival of mass unionism among
mbtor workers began in 1934, The occasion for the take-off of trade
union organisation at Pressed Steel was a strike of unorganised

workers in July of that year.

The Pressed Steel body plant began operations just over the road
from the Morris factory in Cowley in 1927, Initially Morris had a
sizeable shareholding in Pressed Steel and was its sole customer. How-
ever, it soon became clear that other contracts were necessary if

Pressed Steel was to be a going concern and other motor assembly




(2)

R. Hyman, ''The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" p. 212,

T.G.W.U, Report for the Year Dec., 1929 - Dec., 1930
Report for the Year Ended Dec., 1931. The T,G.W,U. during

the 1920s was divided into both regional and industrial groupings -
Area Committees and Trade Groups. The first Trade Groups,
established upon the T.G.W,U.'s formation in 1922 were for
Docks; Waterways; Administrative, Clerical and Supervisory;
Road Transport - Passenger; Road Transport - Commercial;
General Workers., In 1923 a Trade Group was added for fisher-
men and during 1925-26 Groups for coastal seamen and power
workers were established. In 1929 the Workers' Union was in-
corporated as a Trade Group but it was split up, its engineering
members forming the basis for the Metal and Engineering Trade
Group when it was established in 1931, T.G.W,U. Annual
Reports. The Trade Group principle was Bevin's response to the
problem of organising a union in which a number of distinct
industrial groupings were-included. In order for the interests of
these groupings to be adequately represented, they had to be
granted a measure of autonomy. A dual system of Trade Groups
and Area Committees appeared to answer the case. Trade Groups
would represent the specific industrial interests of members and
Area Committees would coordinate the actions of the Trade Groups
along the general lines of T.G, W, U, policy. The idea for Trade
Groups apparently stemmed from Bevin's observation of the
Trade Department system of the American Federation of Labour
which encouraged unions affiliated to the A, F,L. to coordinate
their efforts along industrial lines. See T.G.W.U., "The Union,
its Work and Problems"'.




businesses were reluctant to place orders for bodies with what looked

like the subsidiary of a major competitor. Because of this, the finan-
cial connection between Morris and Pressed Steel was severed, save

for the continuation of a debenture holding by Morris, in 1929, L)

Pressed Steel employed a number of highly skilled workers such
as tool fitters, patternmakers and skilled machinists as well as many
semi-skilled operatives. A large number of production workers came
from outside the district as during the depression of 1929-1932 men
from South Wales and the North East of England migrated to Oxford in
search of work, %) Conditions at Pressed Steel were harsh by com-
parison with Morris Motors and probably most of the large assembly
businesses. Pressed steel body manufacture was heavier, noisier,
dirtier and more dangerous than assembly work so that in spite of the
provision of social and welfare facilities, a basis for the development

of grievances existed. (3) The company was prosecuted in 1930 for

failing to fence off a power press and according to Whiting there was a

(1) P.W.,S. Andrews and E. Brunner, The Life of Lord Nuffield
p. 132-3; D. McEvoy, '"From Firm Foundations - A Study of
the Trade Union Recognition Strike at Cowley; July 13th to
July 24th, 1934". (Unpublished dissertation, Westminster
College of Education, Oxford 1972) p. 1-4.

(2) By 1936 there were 4,882 immigrants from other areas working
in the motor industry in Oxford. R.C. Whiting, ""The Working
Class in the 'New Industry' Towns Between the Wars; The Case
of Oxford'. (D. Phil thesis, Nuffield College, Oxford, 1978)
p.63.

(3) Welfare provision was by no means complete, since there were
no adequate canteen facilities until 1937. ibid, p.180.
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high accident rate in the plant up to 1933 when a Safety First Associat-
ion was set up. (1) In addition, the system of piecework operated at

Pressed Steel contained seeds of conflict since it was a straight piece-
work system with no guaranteed minimum earnings, These conditions
had led to four short strikes during 1929-1931, three of which were

over pay and the other over working conditions and discipline. None of
the strikes lasted for more than a day but they meant that during 1927~

1933 Pressed Steel had the highest strike rate in the motor industry. @)

It was a dispute over pay which sparked off the strike of July,
1934. Discontent had mounted in the Press Shop over the piece-rates
to be paid for work on bodies for the 1935 Morris models, When on
Friday, 13th July Press Shop workers on the night shift found that their
wages were short, they struck on the following Monday. On the evening
of Thursday, 19th July the managment posted lock-out notices. By this
time the strike had spread to workers outside the Press Shop and 750
men were reported as being on strike. By 26th July over 1, 000 workers

(3)

were on strike or locked out.

(1) Oxford Times, 13 Feb., 1930; Whiting, op.cit. p.179
(2) Whiting, op.cit. p.172.

(3) D. McEvoy, op.cit. p.13-19; A,E,U. Oxford branch minutes
23 July, 1934; Letter from A,E.U, Oxford District Committee
to Head Office, 28 July, 1934 (A.E.U. Oxford branch minute
book); T.G.W.U. Finance and General Purposes Committee,
minutes 10th August, 1934.



The strike at Pressed Steel, as at Austin in 1929 and Ford and
Briggs in 1933, was spontaneous and virtually all the strikers were
(1)

non=-unionists. However, they were not quiescent as the strikers of

1929-1931 had shown and there was a small nucleus of activism in the
plant. The Communist Party attempted during 1933 to infiltrate
Pressed Steel and had twenty members in the T,G, W, U, there by the
time of the strike. This group published a rank-and-file paper, The
Conveyor, for workers at Pressed Steel and urged them to join a trade

(2)

union, It was for this reason that the strikers turned at first to the

Communist Party for assistance. A strike committee was organised
by the C. P, and A, B, Lazarus, a C.P, member who had been involved
in a similar strike at the Firestone Rubber Company in West London,
acted as an outside spokesman for the strikers. As at Austin in 1929,
offers of assistance from trade unions - in this case the N, U, V.B, and

(3)

the United Patternmakers - were refused.

(1) N.,U.V,B. membership in Oxford was recorded as 39 in
December, 1933, that of the A.E,U. 68. N,U.V,B. Monthly
Journal and Quarterly Financial Report, Dec., 1933; A.E.U,
Monthly Journal, Dec., 1933. The United Patternmakers had
about 40 members at Pressed Steel on the eve of the strike.
McEvoy, op.cit., p.20.

(2) McEvoy, op.cit., p.13-15; Whiting, op. cit., p.252;
H. Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (2nd edition,
1965) p.204.

(3) A.E.U. Oxford branch minutes 23 July, 1934; Dudley Edwards,
"1934, How Trade Unionism Came to Pressed Steel' (Oxford
Militant Pamphlet Oct., 1979 p.6-9). The Communist Party
slogans were '"No-one negotiates but the strike committee' and
""No-one on the strike committee but strikers.' It was only later
that the mistake of excluding trade union officials was recognised
as it was necessary ''to ensure trade union approval of any agree-
ment arrived at with the managment,' Communist Review,

Sept., 1934.
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Communist Party direction of the strike in its early stages
centred around maintaining solidarity, organising pickets and drawing
up a list of demands to be presented to the managment, In these efforts
it was highly successful since when the employers re-opened the plant
on 23 July the men refused to return to work except on the following
terms; a minimum rate of 1s, 6d per hour and the abolition of piece=~
work in the production shops, a minimum of 1s,2d per hour for truck-
ers, a production bonus, the right to elect shop committees, recognit=-
ion of trade unions by managment and a promise that strikers would
not be victimised at the end of the strike. The employers agreed to
the ''no victimisation' clause and said that they had no objection in
principle to shop committees. They ignored the other demands how-
ever, apart from stating their committment to the principle of the "open
shop''. (1) The strike committee tried to increase the pressure on the
company by obtaining assurances from workers in Dagenham,
Birmingham and Coventry that any work transferred from Pressed
Steel would be "blacked'. In addition, the use of blacklegs was resist-
ed by means of large-scale pickets backed up by a threat from Morris
workers - who were themselves unorganised and who did not have any
previous history of militancy - to strike if Pressed Steel employed

blacklegs. @)

(1) McEvoy, op.cit.

(2)  Picket lines at Pressed Steel were joined by a number of
Oxford undergraduates, a contrast to 1926 and indicative of the
effects of the depression and the rise of European Fascism upon
the views of the young. Pressed Steel did in fact try to employ
blacklegs during 17-19 July, well before the ultimatum from
Morris workers. Army volunteers were brought in but some of
them joined the picket lines and the rest were withdrawn almost
immediately. Edwards, op.cit., McEvoy, op.cit., p.28,31.
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On 26 July the strike committee, anxious to bring the strike to
a victorious conclusion but unable to get a hearing from the managment,
met with officials of the T.G.W,U., A.E.U., the Vehicle Builders and
the Patternmakers' Association to draw up a further set of proposals to
submit to the company. The new proposals demanded a guaranteed
minimum rate of 1s,8d and full union recognition. T,G., W, U, officials
approached the Pressed Steel managment via a representative of the
Engineering Employers' Federation on 26 July and a meeting was arrang-
ed for the following day. At the meeting the company announced its
intention of joining the Engineering Employers' Federation, thereby
automatically conceding union recognition. It also agreed to the demand
for the 1s.8d basic rate and agreed generally to abide by the conditions

(1)

of work set out in the national engineering agreement,

The involvement of trade unions in the Pressed Steel strike was
delayed where, as in the case of the N, U, V.B, and U.P, A, , it was not
opposed by the strike committee at the outset. T.,G.W,U. organisers
did not arrive until 18 July and the A,E.U. District Committee only
gave its official support to the strike on 27 July, the day before it
(2)

ended.

(1) T.G,W,U. Metal, Engineering and Chemical Trade Group
minutes (hereafter T.G,W.U. MEC minutes 27 July, 1934
Appendix A. The A.E.U. District Secretary wrote to Bevin
on 28 July ''Dear Sir and BY., I have been instructed to
notify you that the Pressed Steel Co. has today given the D.C.
in writing an undertaking to recognise the A.E.U. and meet
our officials at a later date. Our members are therefore
instructed to resume work on Mon. 30th inst..... " (A.E.U,
Oxford branch minute book).

(2) A.E.U. Oxford branch minutes 27 July, 1934.
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The initial reaction of the A, E, U, 's Oxford branch to the strike was

a mixed one. Some members felt that they had been locked out and
were unwilling parties to the dispute so long as the A, E,U, had no
control over the strike, One member went so far as to try to keep the
men in his department at work, Others felt that they had come out in
sympathy with the non-unionists and were willing to stay out until the
issues of the piece-rates for the 1935 models and the deficiencies in
the strikers' pay-packets had been resolved. (1) A vote of the branch
was taken on 24 July on whether to return to work or declare a strike
on behalf of the union, Members voted for a return to work by 21 votes
to 6, recommending at the same time that shop stewards be elected

(2)

immediately. On the following day however, the branch received a
letter from the National Executiye Council advising that strike benefit
would be paid and instructing local officers to ''make preparation for the
receipt of proposition forms for those who are eligible formembership.'
As a result the Oxford District Committee passed a resolution on 27
July that the Oxford branch's decision to return to work be ruled out of
order as it had not been submitted to the District Committee for rati=
fication. It was also proposed that
"This District Committee be convinced that this dispute
is for trade union recognition and to support the dispute
for that purpose and withdraw all A, E,U. members

working at the Pressed Steel Co. except two pattern=-
makers, to take effect at noon the 28th July, 1934, "

(1) A,E,U, Oxford branch minutes 24 July, 1934.
(2)  ibid.

(3) A.E.U. Oxford branch minutes 25, 27 July, 1934. The branch's
decision to return to work on 24 July had little practical effect
since most of the men were not prepared to cross the picket lines.
McEvoy, op.cit. p.30; Communist Review, Sept., 1934,
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The A.E.U. was tardy in its involvement with the Pressed Steel
strikers but the other unions in the area quickly got hold of the fact
that the strike was partly about union recognition and began a recruit-
ing campaign. Each of the unions operating at Pressed Steel enlarged
its membership during and immediately after the strike but progress
was shared unevenly between them. The Vehicle Builders and the
A.E.U. made only a few members during the strike although they did
succeed in obtaining seats on the Pressed Steel Works Committee which
was set up following the settlement of the dispute. (1} Progress contin-
ued to be slow during 1935. In April the N,U. V. B.'s London organiser
spoke of the ''great problems' of organisation in Oxford and during the
year membership of the Oxford branch rose from 39 to only 72, 2) The
A.E.U, also experienced difficulties during 1934-1935 despite the
appointment of six shop stewards during 1934, By October, only 100
new members were enrolled and these gains were maintained but not

added to during 1935. )

In contrast the T.G., W, U. made fairly substantial gains among |
semi-skilled workers. It claimed to have recruited 600 members
during the strike and by the end of July its membership at Pressed Steel
(4)

was over 1, 000.

(1) N.U.V.B. Monthly Journal, July, 1937, London District Report.

(2) N.U,V.B. Monthly Journal, April, 1935, London District Report.

(3) A.E,U. Oxford branch minutes 1 Aug., 27 Sept., 18 Oct., 1934;
A.E.U. Journal, Nov., 1934, O.D.D.'s Report, division 18.

4) T.G.W.U. Finance and General Purposes Committee, minutes
10 Aug., 1934, The Communist Review of Sept., 1934 claimed
that 98 per cent of unskilled workers had joined the T.G, W, U,
but the union itself recorded a membership of 1, 000 and a
potential membership of 3, 000. See T.G, W, U, MEC minutes, |
27 July, 1934, Appendix A; MEC minutes, 20 Oct., 1934,
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A new branch was set up for workers in Cowley, shop stewards were
appointed in most departments at Pressed Steel and by January, 1935
the T.G, W.U. was claiming 100 per cent membership in most depart-
ments. Organisation was strongest among truckers, slingers and

crane drivers, press shop workers, machine shop workers, production
welders, shearers, assembly floor welders, workers in the fender shop
and semi=-skilled workers employed in the trim department, where the
T.G.W.U. had stolen a march on the Vehicle Builders. (1) However,
the T.G, W.U, did have problems of its own. Allegations that the firm
was victimising shop stewards were made during 1935, The managment
denied this and invited the union to present cases of alleged victimisat=
ion to a works conference. Since nothing further was heard of the
matter the allegations cannot be taken too seriously. Of greater signi-
ficance was the problem of getting those who had joined the T.G, W, U,
to pay subscriptions. It has been suggested that many of those who
joined failed to pay their contributions so that the growth of membership
was partly illusory. This problem was aggravated by the attitude of the
Communist Party representatives within the factory who tended to play

down the need for regular contributions to the union and for regular

(1) T.G.W,U. MEC minutes 27 July, 1934, Appendix A; MEC
minutes 2 Oct., 1934, 2 Jan., 1935 (Area 5 Report). The
N.U. V.B. claimed the right to prior organisation in the Trim
shops, a claim which extended to semi-skilled workers. This
was rejected by the T.G. W, U, See N.U.V,B. Quarterly
Journal April-June, 1935, '"Report of a Conference with the
T. & G.W.U. Regarding Organisation in Mass~-Production
Establishments'"; T.G.W,U. MEC minutes 2 Jan., 1 Feb.,
26 April, 1935.
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attendance at branch meetings, being more concerned with workshop

(1)

organisation,

It was shop floor based militancy which was responsible for an
up-surge of unofficial strikes during 1936-1938 as a result of which
membership of all unions in Pressed Steel received a large boost., The
first recorded incident occurred on 24 June, 1936 when men refused to
work on a new body for the Standard Motor Company unless there was
100 per cent union membership in the shop. The men were also pro-
testing about what they claimed to have been the arbitrary fixing of
piece-prices for the job as rates had been fixed without consulting shop
representatives. Two days later, truckers told managment that they
would strike unless there was 100 per cent union membership in their
shop and an advance in wages of 13d an hour by mid-day. The manag-
ment rejected these demands, the truckers stopped work and a strike
committee was elected. On 29 June the national secretary of the Metal,
Engineering and Chemical Group of the T. G, W, U. met with branch
officers and the strike committee and recommended a return to work
pending negotiations., The strikers refused and the plant was closed on
1 July. Later that day, having been told that their action was unconsti-
tutional (i.e. in breach of agreed disputes procedure) the men returned
to work and a series of meetings was held to discuss the position of

(2)

truckers, crane drivers and slingers.

(1) T.G,W.U, MEC minutes 24 April, 1935; Interview with
Mr. J. Thomas, ex-Oxford District Secretary of the T.G, W, U,
Apparently there were even some shop stewards who were in
arrears.

(2) T,G.W.U. MEC minutes 13 July, 1936,
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"Wildcat' strikes recurred frequently during 1936-1938, usually as a
result of disputes over piece-rates, although early in 1937 the trucke-
ers struck again to enforce a closed shop (100 per cent trade unionism).
Only one man in the department had refused to join the T,G, W, U, and
this resulted in a one-day stoppage with 1,400 to 1, 600 workers being
laid off, It ended when the recalcitrant individual agreed to join the
union. The demand for a closed shop spread to other departments and

the T.G, W, U, gained a further 800 members by the end of April. (1)

It has been argued that the rash of unofficial strikes at Pressed
Steel stemmed from impatience with the grievance procedure to which
Pressed Steel and the unions were parties under the terms of the
Engineering Procedure Agreement, that this impatience led to an attit-
ude of ambivalence towards the unions on the part of workers at
Pressed Steel, and finally that the strikes themselves yielded few tangi-

(2)

ble gains to the workforce. The strikes did, however, enhance the
position of trade unions and shop stewards at Pressed Steel, even if

the real extent of membership gains may have been more limited than

(1) T.G,W,U. MEC minutes 23 April, 1937. Strikes of this nature
were deprecated by full-time officials of the T.G.W,U. and
A.E.U. The T.G.W.,U, argued that ''wildcat'" strikes disrupted
relations with Pressed Steel managment and the E, E,F., and led
to increases in membership which were often more nominal than
real, their main effect being to add to administrative costs. ibid.
The A.E. U, also condemned the frequency of unofficial disputes,
referring to ''a growing tendency to involve the union in unofficial
disputes....... claimed to be necessary on the grounds of
organising activity.' A,E.U, Journal May, 1935.

(2) Whiting, op.cit. p. 259-70,
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enthusiastic local militants suggested. Membership of the T,G.W. U,
grew from 2,000 in 1936 to between 6, 000 and 8, 000 by the beginning
of 1939, reaching virtually 100 per cent organisation at Pressed Steel.(l)
By 1939 the N, U, V. B, had improved its organisation at the plant, gain-
(2)

ing a strong position among skilled workers in the Trim shop. The
A,E.U. opened two new branches during 1936-1937 and its membership
rose from 175 in 1935 to 875 at the end of 1938. 8) The A.E,U. also
began to extend its membership to semi=-skilled workers in the factory,
encouraged by a breakaway movement among some T,G, W, U, members
who left that union after an unsuccessful one-day unofficial strike in
1938 which aimed to secure the reinstatement of a shop steward who

had been dismissed for acting in breach of agreed procedure and to re-

sist an attempt by managment to restrict the power of shop stewards in

(1) Interview with Mr, J, Thomas; T.G.W.U, MEC minutes
23 April, 1937.

(2) The N, U, V.B.'s progress was confined to skilled men however.
It attempted to recruit semi-skilled workers in the Trim shop
during 1938-1939 but was successfully resisted by the T, G, W, U.
N.U. V.B. Monthly Journal Jan., 1939; Interview with
Mr. J. Thomas.

(3) A.E.U. Journal Dec., 1935-1938, Trade Portion.
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the plant, which had grown to exceed the functions given to them in the
i}

Engineering Procedure Agreement.( ) However, the extension of

A.E.U, organisation among less~skilled workers in Oxford was slow

in developing and it has been argued that

"The A.E.U. district organisation's refusal to concern

itself with unskilled workers at Oxford........ gave the

T. & G, W.U. an initial open field at the Morris Cowley

and Pressed Steel works.' (2)

It is an outstanding feature of the development of trade unionism
at Cowley between the wars that while organisation became powerful at
Pressed Steel, very little progress was made at the neighbouring
Morris plant in spite of attempts by the A,E. U, and T.G.W,U. to re-

cruit workers in the wake of the' successes at Pressed Steel. The

A.E.U, extended its efforts to Morris Motors during 1935 but in spite

(1) During 1936-1938 T.G, W, U, shop stewards had succeeded, by
virtue of the fact that two of their number were also branch
officials, in gaining direct access to managment. Stewards had
also gained an unusual degree of freedom and control, being able
to visit other departments and exerting considerable influence
over the fixing of piece rates. This was all in breach of engineer-
ing procedure and during the 1938 recession managment decided
to clamp down and restore normal procedures. In this it was
supported by full-time T, G, W, U, officials. The 1938 strike
ended with twelve workers, including two stewards, being dis-
missed. According to Whiting op.cit. p.278, managment had,
by 1939, restored its authorityT'by sacking the most influential
steward in the plant and also by getting rid of two more who had
been particularly militant." See T.G. W, U, General Executive
Council minutes Feb., 1939; Whiting, op.cit. p. 270-8.

(2) H.A. Turner et.al. p.196.
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of continued campaigns its membership among Morris workers was
negligible in 1939. The T.G. W, U, also mounted a campaign in 1935
but reported that little progress was made. In the following year the
Oxford Trades Council set up a further organising campaign but
problems arose owing to attempts by the National Union of General

and Municipal Workers to recruit at Morris. The secretary of the
Trades Council wrote to the Organisation Department of the T, U, C. in
March, saying that competition between the T,G, W, U, and the
N.U.G.M.W, was 'creating confusion amongst the unorganised work-
ers and the consequences are that they do not join up in either

union, "}

until 1940.

Trade union organisation at Morris did not get off the ground

(2)

The reasons for the contrast in performance at Pressed Steel and
Morris will be dealt with in detail in chapter 4 but it is worth mention-
ing here the general points to be considered, which include possible
differences in the structure of the labour force (defined in broad terms
so as to cover skill composition, proportion of migrants from outside
Oxford, previous employment history), differences in working condit-
ions and in managment policies relating to the welfare of the labour
force and industrial relations, and the effects of the inter-union com-
petition mentioned above. The only in-depth research which has been

done on the labour movement in Oxford during the inter-war years

(1) A.E.U. Journal May, 1935, O.D.D.'s Report, division 18;
T.G.W,U, MEC minutes 26 April, 1935; letter from C. Bowles
T B

to T.U.C. Organisation Dept. quoted in Whiting, op.cit. p.290

(2) Interview with Mr. J. Thomas. The N, U, V. B, appears to have
made little effort to organise Morris workers before the war,
concentrating on Pressed Steel.
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argues that these factors were sufficiently different in the two cases
to account for success in one and failure in the other. (1) If the
Pressed Steel strike failed to launch organisation at Morris, it still
retai.ns considerable significance, for it meant that for the first time
since 1910-1920 semi-skilled and unskilled workers in a large motor
factory were being systematically and successfully recruited into a

trade union.,

The tide of worker militancy and trade union organisation at
Austin, which had flowed in 1929 and ebbed during the depression, rose
again in 1936, once again as a result of a turn-out of unorganised work-
ers. As had been the case in 1929, the cause of the strike was a loss
of earnings owing to the operation of a payments-by-results system.
The dispute originated among skilled men working on the night-shift
in the body shop who protested at reductions in the times allowed for
jobs on the production of bodies for the new Austin Ten and Austin
Twelve bodies., Discontent over the new times welled up during the
first two weeks of November, the men claiming that the reductions in
times allowed were so severe that they could not earn an acceptable
wage. The strike began on the evening of Thursday, 12th November,
when 40 night shift workers walked out. Other men came out in
sympathy and the strike spread to the day shift, involving 5, 000 work-
ers. By the end of the week 9, 000 men, nearly half of the entire work-

(2)

force, were affected.

(1)  Whiting, op.cit. p. 280-92

(2) Birmingham Daily Post, 13 Nov., 1936.
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As in 1929, a strike committee composed of non-unionists was
formed, only on this occasion the Communist Party provided the organ-
isation of the strike. An attempt was made to extend the strike from
the West Works, where it was concentrated, to the remainder of the
employees in the South Works but this was frustrated by a heavy police

(1)

presence protecting the unaffected site. At the same time, having
possibly learned a lesson from 1929 and the Pressed Steel Strike, the
C.P. members maintained close contact with trade union officials since,
being recognised representatives, they provided a channel through
which negotiations with managment could be conducted. The response
of managment was militant, consisting of a threat to dismiss all strike=-
ers who did not return to work. A resumption of work was agreed upon
starting on Monday, 16th November, pending discussion of the men's
grievances. The managment agreed in negotiations not to implement

(2)

the reductions in times allowed on body work.

Trade union recruitment at Longbridge grew as a result of the
strike as unions eagerly sought to get the men organised. The N, U, V. B.
made an unspecified number of new members among bodymakers. The
A.E.U.'s members at Austin had not been affected by the stoppage but
it took advantage of it to extend recruitment, arguing that other dis-
putes were likely to arise in the future since the A, E, U, found it im~-

possible to come to amicable agreements with the firm because of the

(1) Roy Church, Herbert Austin op.cit. p.153; Birmingham
Daily Post 13 Nov., 1936,

(2) Birmingham Daily Post 16,17 Nov., 1936.
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(1)

attitude of managment in negotiations, Progress began to be made,
with two new branches being opened in the district and in November,
1937 the National Organiser wrote that ''Union organisation and member-

n(2)

ship is on the upgrade at the Austin factory.... Transport and
General Workers' Union organisation at Austin also began to improve

as recruitment was stepped up, shop stewards appointed and a new
branch opened at Longbridge. ®) Close attention was paid to the plant
with the aim of further additions to membership. The T.G.W, U, obtain-
ed increases for its members in 1937 and again in 1938, by which time

(4)

it claimed over 1, 000 members. This figure, while representing
only a small minority of semi-skilled workers at Austin in 1938 is still
quite impressive, for between July, 1937 and July, 1938 the motor
industry went into recession, Total vehicle output dropped from

507,749 to 444,877; at Austin 7, 000 workers were laid off. (5)

It is evident from the discussion so far that the 1930s saw a re=-
surgence of trade union activity among automobile workers and that
this activity was centred on large mass-production plants and increas-
ingly geared to the creation of mass unionism in the motor industry.
By 1939 however, this process had still not gone very far. Organisat-

ional strength varied widely, even among skilled men, Relative

(1)  ibid 17 Nov., 1936.

(2) A.E.U. Journal Dec,, 1936, O.D,D,'s Report, division 14;
Nov., 1937, National Organiser's Report.

(3) T.G.W.U. MEC minutes 20 Jan., 1937.

{4) T.G.W.U, MEC minutes 22 July, 1938,

{(5) N.U. V.B. Monthly Journal and Quarterly Financial Report,
July~Sept., 1938, Midlands District Report.
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strength in the ''quality' firms in Coventry, such as Daimler, Humber
and Riley was balanced by relative weakness at Austin, Morris and
Ford. The overwhelming weakness however, was the general lack of
organisation among the semi-skilled production workers, In spite of
the efforts of the T.G, W, U. at Pressed Steel and somewhat less
successfully, Austin, the vast majority of motor workers remained
outside trade unions in 1939, Moreover, in important cases trade
unions had no status in the eyes of managment, Ford, Morris (Cowley)
and Vauxhall, Briggs Bodies and Kelse’y-Hayes were all outside the
Engineering Employers' Federation and did not recognise trade unions;
some of those within it and therefore party to recognition agreements,
in practice adopted a hard line, for example, Austin., In the case of
nearly all the major concerns mass unionism did not begin to be

created until the Second World War. (1)

(1) In this respect a contrast may be drawn between the effects of the
motor strikes in Britain during the mid-1930s and those of a
similar strike at General Motors, Michigan, U.S. A, in 1936-7.
The General Motors strike, like that at Pressed Steel, began in a
plant in which trade union organisation was weak. It also began
without union backing and aimed at achieving trade union recognit-
ion and, as at Pressed Steel, the Communist Party was active
amongst the strikers. The subsequent history of industrial re-
lations at General Motors, like that of Pressed Steel, was stormy.
The difference however, lies in the fact that according to S, Fine,
Sit Down, The General Motors Strike of 1936-1937 p. 127-31,
the success of the General Motors strike was the decisive factor
in the subsequent rapid extension of trade unionism in other large
plants such as Kelsey-Hayes, where two sit-down strikes
"secured the virtual dismantling of the Kelsey-Hayes company
union......" ibid p. 131. By the end of the 1930s Ford was the
only major producer in the U, S. A, holding out against trade
unionism although the open shop was still general.
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During 1939-1945 the pressures of war created circumstances
favourable to the growth of trade union membership generally. Prices
rose, but by a much smaller proportion than during the First World
War, owing to the government financing much more of its wartime ‘
spending out of taxation rather than borrowing and to more effective ‘
rationing. Unemployment fell rapidly, from over 9 per cent of the
insured workforce in 1940 to less than 1 per cent during 1943-1944,
Growing labour shortages, together with government action to ensure
the payment of union-negotiated rates in firms producing for govern-
ment contracts and to encourage the spread of collective bargaining,
enhanced the position of trade unions and enabled average wages to rise
by more than the retail price index. (1) The membership of all trade
unions in the United Kingdom rose from 6.2 million at the end of 1939
to a wartime peak of 8.1 million by the end of 1943, There was a drop
to 7.8 million by the end of 1945 but this was followed by renewed
growth from 1946 onwards. The "engineers war'' placed huge demands
on the metal manufacturing trades and here labour market pressures
were particularly acute. Trade union membership in the manufacture
of "'metals, machines and conveyances'' rose more rapidly during
1939-1943 than among any other group except agricultural labourers,
growing from 936, 000 at the end of 1939 to over 1.6 million by the end
of 1943. 2)

(1) These influences are discussed in detail in chapter 4.

(2) Ministry of Labour Gazette Oct., 1940, Nov., 1945.,
Nov., 1947.
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Motor industry output fell sharply with the outbreak of war,
from over 400, 000 vehicles a year in 1939 to under 134, 000 in 1940.
There was a subsequent increase, but wartime production was never
more than half the pre-war level and consisted predominantly of
military and commercial vehicles. (1) Figures for employment in
motor vehicle manufacture are not available but there can be little
doubt that the number of workers actually engaged in motor=-car,
motor=cycle and lorry manufacture fell as output declined. On the
other hand, employment in the motor firms almost certainly rose as
companies became increasingly involved in munitions and aircraft
work. Moreover the underlying trend of employment growth in the
motor industry continued after the war; in 1947 employment of man~

ual workers stood at 307, 000 compared with 282, 000 in 1939, (2)

These conditions encouraged the faster growth of trade union
membership in motor firms, especially among semi-skilled product-
ion workers, whose numbers were boosted by massive dilution during
the first four years of war. Growth of membership was accompanied
by the gaining of recognition from those employers who had hitherto
withheld it. Thus if the 1930s constituted a turning point in terms of
trade union effort, the Second World War sew orogresds - in terms of
aétual achievement. The process of organisation was far from com-
plete by the end of the war - less than half of the workforce at Morris's
Cowley plant were trade unionists - but what had been gained was a

sufficiently strong base from which mass unionism in the motor

(1) See Appendix 1.

(2)  Political and Economic Planning, Motor Vehicles = A Report
on the Industry (1950) p.16.
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industry was able to develop during the late 1940s and 1950s.

Encouraged by falling unemployment and by the growing willing-
ness of the government to consult them on matters of employment and
production and to encourage the spread of collective bargaining, trade
unions began to press for more complete recognition from private
engineering firms during 1940-1942. (1) In addition to formal recognit-
ion, trade unions in engineering also sought to extend their influence on
matters affecting production within the workshops. As in the First
World War this demand was associated with growth in the number of
shop stewards and their influence and the emergence of a national shop
stewards' movement. A militant, communist~-influenced shop stewards'
movement had grown up in the aircraft industry shortly before the war,
known as the Aircraft Shop Stewards' National Council, which aimed to
encourage the spread of trade unionism among aircraft workers and to
build up workshop organisation. Opposed to the war until the ending of
the Stalin-Hitler Pact, it reconstituted itself as the Engineering and

Allied Trades Shop Stewards' National Committee in 1941 and became

(1) Trade unions were represented on government bodies such as
the Central Productivity Advisory Council in 1941 and its
successor, the National Production Advisory Council from 1942,
The A,E,U, called upon the T,U.C., in 1942 to press the
government to make trade union membership and trade union
recognition compulsory in establishments working on government
contracts., The T,U.C. did not take up this demand although
it did present specific cases of non~-recognition to the Ministry
of Labour. A.E,U. National Committee Report 1942,

"Report of the Executive Council', A,E.U, Financial Report,
1943,
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the strongest advocate of Joint Production Committees consisting of
shop stewards and managment representatives, set up to discuss

matters affecting production in individual plants, (1)

Pressure for greater participation in decision making at the
workplace was supported by trade union officials who began to press
for closer and wider consultation with government and employers at
national, district and local level and some within the A, E,U, suggested
that the time had come when the benefits of managment-union co-
operation in decision making had become so obvious that it was time to
review the concept of ''managerial functions''. ) The response out-
side the labour movement was mixed. Some employers, for example the
chairman of I, C.1., saw Joint Production Committees as fulfilling a
useful function as a bulwark agaihst extremist influence at a time when
the concept of ''managerial functions' was perhaps inappropriate. @)
The majority however, were initially hostile, their attitude being typi-
fied by the reaction of the director of the E.E,F, who, when the issue
was raised at a meeting with the A, E, U, in January, 1942, said that he
‘:zvas not going to be a party to handing over the problems concerning

. -4
production to shop stewards or anyone else.' () Government

(1)  Aircraft Shop Stewards' National Council, "Aircraft'" (Kingston-
upon-Thames 1935); Engineering and Allied Trades Shop Stewards'
National Committee, ''Arms and the Men' (Oct., 1941); K. Coates
and T, Topham, Workers' Control (revised edition, 1970) p. 148-88
passim.

(2) A.E.U, Financial Report, Dec., 1943.

(3) P, Inman, Labour in the Munitions Industries (1957) p. 378.

4) W. Hannington, The Rights of the Engineers (1944) p. 88.
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departments were more agreeable to the idea, In February, 1942 the
Ministry of Supply agreed to set up Joint Production Committees in the
Royal Ordnance factories and later in the year the Air Ministry Joint
Industrial Council recommended that Joint Production Committees be
established, for consultation purposes only, in Air Ministry establish -
ments. These decisions forced the hand of the private employers and
in March, 1942 the E.E.F. signed an agreement with the A, E.U., the
Foundry Workers and the Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering
Unions which provided for the establishment of Joint Production
Committees in enterprises employing more than 150 workers. The
committees were to meet regularly to discuss matters of efficiency,
elimination of waste, and safety within the factory but not matters al-

(1)

ready covered by agreements with trade unions.

As a result of the March agreement, Joint Production Committees
began to spread, partly as a result of trade union pressure, partly as a
result of the backing given to J.P.C.'s by the Ministry of Aircraft
Production. A survey carried out by the A.E.U. in November, 1942
covering 1,000 establishments employing 1.27 million engineering
workers, found that J.P,C.'s had been set up in about 57 per cent of
the Federated establishments surveyed and in 46.5 per cent of non=-
Federated establishments. By 1943 the Ministry of Labour knew of
(2)

almost 4,500 J, P, C.'s operating in private engineering firms.

(1) Inman, op.cit., p. 378; Hannington, op.cit,, p.90-3;
A.E.U. Journal April, 1942,

(2) Hannington, op.cit., p. 93-4; Inman, op.cit., p. 380-1.
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Trade unions and employers were anxious that representative
bodies such as J.P.C.'s and individual union representatives at plant
level, i.e. shop stewards, should be subject to union control and that
their functions should be strictly defined. In the case of J.P.C.'s the
union side was made responsible to the National Advisory Committee
on Production for the Engineering Industry via district or regional
Production Committees., Ultimate authority over all of these bodies
was vested in the National Production Advisory Committee, consisting
of representatives of government, employers and unions. (1) The role
and responsibilities of shop stewards were already defined by existing
agreements but employers did become concerned at the appointment
of convenors in the larger plants and refused to recognise convenors

until after the war despite repeated requests from the trade unions. (2)

In the motor industry, campaigns for the recognition of trade
union officials and shop stewards were closely connected with drives
for increased membership in the weakly organised mass=-production
plants, where the efforts begyn during the 1930s were continued in the
new circumstances of war production and tight labour markets. Con=-
siderable progress was achieved in terms of membership and union
recognition, notably at Morris, Ford, Briggs Bodies and Kelsey-Hayes

and Vauxhall. In each of these firms some recognition of union

(1) Inman, op.cit., p.381; A.E.U. Journal March, 1943,
O.D.D.'s Report, division 16.

(2) A.E.U. Financial Report 1943; A.E.U. Journal Oct., 1944,
General Secretary's Report. In 1945 the Austin Motor Company
agreed to meet representatives of the shop stewards in order
to discuss ''major issues' but this was done independently of the
E.E.F. N,U.,V.B. Quarterly Journal, Jan., -March, 1945,
Birmingham District Report.
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officials was obtained by 1944, but battles continued to be fought over

the position of shop stewards.

There is relatively little information concerning the development
of trade union organisation and the achievement of recognition at
Morris Motor's Cowley plant, It appears that trade union membership
was weak during 1939-1940 with the A,E.U., N.U.V.B., T.G.W.,U.
and N.U,G.M.W. each having a very few members. Most of these men
were in the firm's Metal Produce Recovery Department, reclaiming
aluminium from damaged aircraft. During 1941 this department was
closed down and the men transferred to the main plant where they form-
ed a nucleus of organisation. At roughly the same time the Oxford
Trades Council mounted a campaign to organise the Morris plant. A
delegate was appointed to attend a meeting of the Metal Recovery
Department and the Trades Council was to organise a mass meeting of
(1) By June the A,E.U.'s |
membership in Oxford had risen from 832 at the end of 1939 to 1,320,

Morris workers on 17 February, 1941.

The T,G. W, U, expanded by at least as much although the N, U.V, B,
had little success and the General and Municipal Workers made re-

(2)

latively little effort among Morris workers. Thereafter trade
unionism at Morris advanced at a gradual, though accelerating pace.
The A.E.U. opened four more branches in Oxford between June, 1941

and December, 1943 and its membership rose to 3,444, During the

(1) Interview with Mr, J. Thomas; Oxford and District Trades
Council minutes 23 Jan., 1941

(2) Interview with Mr, Eric Bone, National Officer of the Vehicle
Building and Automotive Group of the T.G,W,U., Oxford
Trades Council, minutes 19 April, 1942,




- 116 -

same period the membership of the T.G, W, U, reached 4-6, 000 and
pressure for recognition began to mount. This was conceded without
confrontation in September, 1943 when the workforce was balloted to
decide whether to continue the Morris Welfare Organisation which had
certain features in common with a company union - or whether to
admit bona fide trade unions. The vote went in favour of the latter and
the company joined the E,E.F. and operated the Federation's agree-
ments and procedures. L) During 1944 -1945 however, the growth of
membership was halted and only began to recover in 1946, There-
after the advance of organisation continued to be slow, for only 50 per

(2)

cent of Morris workers were organised in 1956.

Trade union organisation developed rapidly among motor workers
in Dagenham after 1941, but full trade union recognition was only won
gradually. An extra zest was given to union organising efforts at Ford
and Briggs Bodies during April, 1941, when disputes arose at both
plants. A Ford employee was disciplined for eating a sandwich during
working hours and a strike broke out during which shop stewards and a
convenor were elected and a shop stewards' committee set up. () The
dispute at Briggs arose over the dismissal of John MacDougall, a shop
steward in the toolroom, on the grounds of defying a foreman. Fears
that a stoppage of work was about to take place led to the Ministry of

Labour appointing a Court of Inquiry in May. In its evidence the union

(1) A.E.U, Half-Yearly Reports June, 1941, Dec., 1943;
Interview with Mr, J, Thomas.

(2) A.E.U., Half-Yearly Reports Dec., 1943-6; N.U,V.B.
Quarterly Journal, 1943-6, Returns of Branches; Interview
with Mr. J. Thomas.

(3) The New Propellor 10 Oct., 1941.
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side argued that the dispute owed as much to the refusal of the
managment to recognise trade unions as it did to the shop steward's

(1)

dismissal,

These incidents led to modifications in the relations between
managment and workers' representatives in both plants. Ford
managment's initial reaction to the establishment of shop steward
organisation was to ignoreit, but eventually, although refusing to recog-
nise the stewards as trade union representatives, it met with the con-
venors to discuss grievances arising on the shop floor. (@) In the case
of Briggs Bodies the Court of Inquiry recommended that the employers
meet with the shop stewards to discuss the establishment of negotiating

(3)

procedures. Friedman and Meredeen ' argue that the Chairman of

the Committee, Sir Charles Doughty, suggested that the firm conform
to the 1922 Engineering Procedure Agreement. It is not certain that
this was the case, since Sir Charles referred only to ''normal
procedure'’, but it is possible. In any case, Briggs' managment was
not going to grant full trade union recognition, Yet it felt constrained
to take some action as a result of the Inquiry's recommendations. Con-
sequently it agreed to ''permit its employees in the Engineering Divis-

ion to elect representatives to negotiate with the managment.' A pro-

cedure agreement was drawn up between the managment and the men in

(1) A.E.U, Journal May, 1941, O.D.D.'s Report, division 20;
Report of a Court of Inquiry into an Apprehended Dispute at
Briggs Motor Bodies Ltd., Dagenham. Cmd 6384 (1941)

(2) New Propellor 10 Oct., 1941.

(3) H. Friedman and S. Meredeen, The Dynamics of Industrial
Conflict, op.cit., p.24.
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the engineering division but this was only a sectional agreement; it did
not apply to the whole plant and it did not allow full-time union officials
to take part in negotiations. Moreover, no provisions were made for

(1)

failures to agree.

Limited progress had been made, but at the time trade union
organisation in Dagenham was still weak. The A,E.U. could only
boast of 500 members in Dagenham and 450 in Ilford; the Vehicle
Builders had no Dagenham branch and only 129 members in Ilford. No
figures are available for the T.G, W,U. although by this time it was
active among workers at Briggs Bodies and Ford. However, resent-
ment at what was seen as an evasion of the Court of Inquiry's recom -
mendations by Briggs‘managmer}t led to a joint campaign by unions in
the district to obtain full recognition throughout the Briggs plant. By
September, 1942 additions had been made to membership and it was re-
ported that the managment was becoming readier to deal with

(2)

stewards. Union officials and shop stewards met company repre-

sentatives early in 1943 and in March the N, U, V., B.'s London District
Organiser reported that Briggs had agreed to recognise the right of

(3)

workers to be represented by their trade union. This, however, re-
mained confined to the engineering division; a general plant agreement

was not signed until 1944, Indeed in March, 1943 the A, E,U. organiser

(1) Report of a Court of Inquiry into a Dispute at Briggs Bodies Ltd.,
Dagenham Cmd 131 (1957)

(2) A,E.U. Journal Sept., 1942, O.D.D.'s Report, division 25.

(3) N,U,V,B. Quarterly Journal Jan, =March, 1943,
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in Dagenham wrote:

"Briggs Bodies are experiencing new difficulties arising

from the fact that full recognition has not been accorded

and registered in terms of an agreement.' (1)

Organising efforts continued in Dagenham during 1943 and union
membership was extended. The A,E.U. opened three new branches
in Dagenham and two in Ilford and its membership rose to 3,177 and
974 in the two districts respectively by December. The T.G,W.U.
probably grew at least as rapidly although the Vehicle Builders appear
to have made little progress. At the end of 1943 a drive for 100 per
cent organisation was launched at Briggs and the T.G. W, U, appealed
to all unorganised women - about 5, 000 were employed at the firm =

(2)

to join its ranks. Simultaneously the Dagenham Trades Council
asked the T, U.C. to give support and assistance in obtaining union re-
cognition from the Ford Motor Company. The T.U, C. General Council
did not see its normal function as directly assisting unions in their
efforts to establish themselves in individual plants but it had become
concerned with the problems of organising the new industrial areas of
outer London during the 1930s and it had sponsored recruitment cam-

paigns in the Dagenham area during the previous few years. Thus at

the end of the year, following a meeting between Walter Citrine and

(1) A.E.U. Journal March, 1943, O.D.D.'s Report, division 25.

——— e e e

(2) T.U.C. Report of the General Council, 1944,
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representatives of the unions operating at Ford (1) at which it was
decided to make a formal request to the company for recognition,
Citrine met with Sir Percival Perry, chairman of Ford in Britain. It
was agreed that a joint committee of representatives of the company
and the T, U, C. General Council should be set up to discuss the quest-
ion of union recognition, 2) The committee met on 24th February,
1944 and plans were made to draft a procedure agreement between
managment and the unions at Ford. The draft was completed on 29th
March and accepted, in the face of strong opposition from shop stew -
ards and local District Committees, by the National Executive Council
of the unions operating at Ford on 6th April. A short while before the
agreement was concluded a sit-down strike was staged in the main
plant., Details of the strike are not clear and it was not referred to in
union journals nor, apparently, in communications from the Regional
Industrial Relations Officer to the Ministry of Labour. However, the
Ford Joint Shop Stewards' Committee subsequently argued that the

(3)

strike was a crucial factor in gaining recognition. Given that dis-

cussions between Citrine and Perry were already under way at the end

(1) These were the A.E.U., United Patternmakers' Association,
- National Union of Foundry Workers, N, U, V., B,, National
Union of Sheet Metal Workers, T.G.W.U., N,U,G.M, W, ,
Association of Engineering and Shipbuilding Draughtsmen,
the Amalgamated Society of Woodcutting Machinists and the
Wheelwrights' Union.

(2) T.U.C. Report of the General Council, 1944. Strangely,
Citrine made no mention of his personal role in establishing
the Ford agreement in his autobiography, Two Careers (1967)

(3)  Ford Joint Shop Stewards' Committee, ''What's Wrong at
Ford's?" (1963).
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of 1943, the real significance of the strike is difficult to judge. It is
possible that it allowed extra pressure to be put on the firm and en-
couraged a more receptive attitude towards some form of recognition
agreement. However, it is likely that the basic terms of recognition
had already been determined and that the strike was of little
relevance. It is more likely that the strikers were attempting to
influence the contents of the agreement since union activists at Ford

were far from happy with its terms when it was eventually signed.

Rank-and-file opposition to the 1944 recognition agreement
stemmed from the disputes procedure laid down. No provision was
made for the recognition of shop stewards; workers with a grievance

which could not be resolved by talks with supervisory staff in the plant
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had to contact a full-time union official, who was entitled to approach
the personnel or the works manager on the operative's behalf. Fail-
ing an agreement, the question had to be pursued by the General
Secretary of the union concerned and if no agreement was arrived at
at this stage, the matter was to be referred to a Joint Negotiating
Committee consisting of six managment representatives and not more
than six '"leading officials of trade unions'', 1) procedure thus re=
lated to individual rather than collective grievances. In effect there
was no real procedure for dealing with disputes and there wasno direct
recognition of the right of individual unions to negotiate on behalf of
their members collectively. All major issues had to be discussed at
the Joint N egotiating Committee. In other words it was an ''arms
length' agreement, designed to preserve the prerogatives of manag-

(2)

ment in the plant.

The Ford recognition agreement applied automatically to its
subsidiaries at Dagenham, Kelsey-Hayes and Linoln Cars but this
success merely encouraged further efforts to obtain "full" recognition
at these firms, that is, recognition of union officials and shop stewards

within the plants, it being argued that in practice shop stewards had

(1)  "Procedure Agreed Between Ford Motor Company Ltd.,
Dagenham, and Certain Trade Unions Negotiated in Association
with the Trades Union Congress.' I am indebted to
Mr. Edward Sketch of the Ford Motor Company for access to
a copy of this agreement.

(2) See Huw Beynon, Working for Ford (1973) p. 45;
Turner et.al. p.19%4,
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(1)

played a negotiating role for some time. Pressure for union
recognition also began to mount at Briggs Bodies during 1944. Two
thousand workers gave three weeks notice of a strike in February
following the demotion of a supervisor who had joined a trade union.

The initial position of the managment was that an employee in authority
could not be a trade union member; however, the man was reinstated.(z)
Following another dispute which led to a strike of workers in one de-
partment during the Summer the company agreed to meet trade union
representatives ''with a view to arriving at an understanding for trade
union recognition’ 3) A meeting was held in September and a recognit-
ion agreement was signed in October, which set out procedure to be
followed by shop stewards and which recognised full-time trade union

(4)

officials within the plant.

The success at Briggs Bodies led to further pressure being put on
the Kelsey-Hayes managment and a series of negotiations was conduct-
ed throughout the year from 18th May, 1944 until February, 1945, when
a procedure agreement was signed which granted full trade union recog-

(5)

nition, These two agreements, which were an advance on the 1944

(1) Letter to the Regional Industrial Relations Officer, 21 April,
1944. P.R.O. LAB 10/274.

(2) Amalgamated Society of Woodcutting Machinists Quarterly
Report March, 1944.

(3) Amalgamated Society of Woodcutting Machinists Quarterly
Report Sept., 1944.

4) A.E.U. Journal Oct., Nov., 1944, O.D.D.'s Report,
division 25.

(5) A.E.U. Journal Feb., 1945, O.D.D.'s Report, division 25,
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Ford agreement, led to intensified efforts among Ford workers. The
1944 agreement had been introduced for a period of two years, at the
end of which it was to be reviewed. In 1946, following a strike of

10, 000 workers, it was replaced with a new agreement which granted
direct negotiating rights to individual unions and which gave a measure
of recognition to shop stewards. The Joint Negotiating Council con=-
tinued in existence, however, and the shop stewards' role was limited
to discussion of day-to-day problems with managment at a Joint Works

(1)

Committee. There was still no bargaining role for local, as opposed
to national trade union officers. () Nevertheless, the 1944 and 1946
recognition agreements at Ford gave trade unions increased leverage
and further encouraged the extension of membership to the majority of

Ford workers.

The other major company at which a breakthrough was made in
terms of recognition, if not membership, was Vauxhall Motors. No
mention was made of the progress of trade union organisation at
Vauxhall during the 1930s and it is difficult to gauge the strength of
union membership there in 1939, Such organisation as did exist was
dominated by the A.E.U. whose membership in Luton and Bedford
doubled from about 1,500 in 1936 to nearly 3,200 by the end of 1939,
This membership however, was spread among a number of engineering

firms such as Adamant Engineering, which made automobile steering

(1) Friedman and Meredeen, op.cit. p. 25; Ford Joint Shop
Stewards' Committee ''What's Wrong at Ford's? "

(2) Turner et.al. p. 215,

et e e et
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equipment, and Electrolux as well as Vauxhall., It is probable that
most of the A.E.U.'s membership was in the first two of these

firms. (1) During 1941 however, a recruiting campaign was launched
which led to growth in the membership of the A, E, U, and the
N.U,V.B, Shop stewards were elected and plans were made to request
recognition. This was granted by managment in December, 1942, when
an agreement was signed with the three unions in the plant; the A.E.U.,
N.U. V.B. and Electrical Trades Union. The agreement recognised
the right of unions to bargain on behalf of their members only and shop
stewards were accorded recognised status in the plant. At the same

(2)

time, managment strongly affirmed the principle of the open shop.

Recognition helped the growth of trade union organisation in the
plant, more so in the case of the A, E,U, than that of the N, U, V, B,
By December, 1943 the A.E,é U. had 4,770 members in Luton and 2,817
in Bedford and it had opened three new branches in each town. 8)
Vehicle Builders' membership also grew, from 162 at the end of 1941
to 416 by December, 1943. However, much of this growth had already (4)

occurred by the end of 1942, when the recognition agreement was signed.

(1)  A.E.U, Journal April, August, Oct., Nov., 1934, O.D.D.'s
Report, division 17; Journal Jan., 1939, National Organiser's
Report.

(2) A.E.U. Journal Oct., 1941, National Organiser's Report;
Vauxhall Motors Ltd., "Something About Vauxhall' (1947).

(3) A.E.U, Half-Yearly Report Dec., 1943

(4) N,U.V.B. Monthly Journal and Quarterly Financial Report
Jan-March, 1943, 1944, Returns of Branches.
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Progress slowed down during 1944 while organisation was still far
from complete. In April, 1945 the A.E.U.'s National Organiser re-
ported that only 25 per cent of Vauxhall workers were organised.
During the following month however, new organising campaigns were
mounted and the situation improved to some extent. By May some
departments were said to be fully organised and shop stewards were

(1)

appointed in some previously unorganised shops. Shop stewards'
organisation had previously been held in check by the operations of a
so-called '""Managment Advisory Committee, '’ established in 1942

to act as a forum for discussion between managment and non-union
workers. It was alleged that managment provided the M., A, C. with
better facilities and more information than it did to the shop stewards;
in effect that managment sought to by-pass stewards whenever possible.
The facts of the matter are not readily available, but some indication
of the managment's attitude is given by its refusal to recognise the

(2)

shop stewards' committee at Vauxhall until the mid-1960s.

By the end of the war trade unions had improved their position in
the motor industry considerably. Breakthroughs in terms of member-
ship and recognition were achieved at hitherto non-union firms and
membership and workshop organisation were also extended in firms
which were already parties to recognition agreements before the war,
e.g. Rootes, Standard and Rover. The impression given by the
evidence so far is thus one of ebb and flow in organisation, the patterns

of which may be related to fluctuations in the general economic climate

(1) A.E.U. Journal April, May, 1945, National Organiser's
Report.

(2) Ken Weller, "The Truth About Vauxhall", Solidarity Vol.2.
No.5 (1965); Turner et.al. p.348.
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as reflected in the situation of the motor industry. As yet however,

we have no overall quantitative estimate of union strength or weakness,

or of the fluctuations in organisation.

Any attempt to make such an estimate is fraught with difficulty.
What is required is a record of the density of union membership in the
motor industry and the available data do not permit such a record to
be constructed with much accuracy. As mentioned above, (1) most of
the employment figures produced by the Ministry of Labour and the
Society of Motor Manufacturers' and Traders are insufficiently precise,
referring to the construction and repair of motor vehicles, cycles and
aircraft. (2) There do exist some estimates which seek to identify
employment in the motor industry alone, although once more the esti=-
mates differ according as to whether repair is included as well as
manufacture. Use will be made of these estimates since although they
are for single years only, they cover the period under review and give
a closer estimate of motor industry employment than the sources

(3)

referred to above.

(1) See Chapter 1.

(2) The Ministry of Labour sources are the Abstracts of Labour
Statistics of the United Kingdom, Cmd. 2740 (1926); Cmd. 3831
(1931); Cmd. 4625 (1934); Cmd. 5903 (1939); also Department of
Employment and Productivity, British Labour Statistics.
Historical Abstract, 1886-1968, (H.M.S.O., 1971). The
S.M.,M.T. source is its yearbook, The Motor Industry of Great

Britain,
(3) ibid. Attempts to present more precise estimates were made by

Political and Economic Planning, Motor Vehicles = A Report on
the Industry (1950); Labour Research, Vol, XX11 No. 6.
(June, 1933). :




It is impossible to obtain a very meaningful estimate of trade

union membership in the motor industry. Unions did not keep records
of membership by industry and union branches were organised geo-
graphically rather than occupationally. Any calculations based upon
branch membership returns, which are the main available source, are
therefore subject to large margins of error. Moreover, even branch
membership figures are not available for the general unions. In their
case it has been necessary to rely on claims made regarding member-
ship in individual plants at certain times. These are an incomplete
guide to the extent of the general unions' organisation and at the same
time individual assessments of membership may have been exaggerated.
The estimates of union density presented here are thus little more than
educated guesses and union density estimates during 1910-1920 and
1937-1946 are particularly unreliable, since these were periods of
growing activity on the part of general unions, for which systematic
records relating to membership in motor manufacturing districts do
not exist, so that the element of guesswork is greater. At the same
time it is quite likely that the use of branch membership records of
unions of skilled men has led to an over-estimate of their membership

throughout the period.

In trying to construct estimates of union density a number of
employment estimates have been referred to. S,B. Saul suggests that
on the eve of the First World War employment in the motor industry

was about 100, 000. The basis for this estimate is not made clear,



although in view of the already considerable size of some firms, itis

1
probably not too much of an exaggeration. (1) The most useful figures
for the inter-war period are those published in the 1935 Census of
Production. Average employment of operatives in motor and cycle

building and repair was recorded as 148,074 in 1924
167,297 in 1930 2)
194,960 in 1935

Other employment estimates are similar to or based upon the Census
of Production figures. Just before the Census was produced, the

periodical Labour Research published employment figures for the

motor industry based on Board of Trade data. Total operatives em-=-
ployed in the manufacture (not repair) of motor vehicles and cycles
were estimated as being 153,074 in 1924 and 152, 912 in 1930. ®)
Employment in the repair trade was said to have grown from 13, 960 in
1924 to 38,214 in 1930. 4) In 1950 Political and Economic Planning
published a survey of the motor industry in which Census of Production
material was used to calculate the number of operatives employed in
the manufacture of motor vehicles, chassis, bodies and finished com-

ponents. It was agreed that, after excluding the repair side and cycle

(1)  S.B. Saul, "The Motor Industry of Great Britain to 1914"
Business History Vol, 5 (1962-3). Saul pointed out that Daimler
already employed 5, 000 workers, Wolseley 4, 000 and Humber
and Sunbeam 2,500-3, 000 each.

(2) "Average Employment in Motor and Cycle Building and Repair,
1924-1935" Final Report of the Census of Production Part 11,
H.M.S.O., 1935) p. 387.

(3) Labour Research Vol. XX11 No. 6 (June, 1933) p.122.

(@) ibid.
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manufacture the number of operatives ''rose from about 100, 000 in
1924 to 125,000 in 1930 and 150, 000 in 1935." It is estimated that by
1939 the number had grown to 282, 000 and to 307,000 by 1947, (1)
The lower totals provided by P,E. P, compared to the Census of
Production reflect the exclusion of repairs and the cycle industry but
no discussion of the basis for the size of the adjustment was given, We

can conclude therefore that employment in the motor industry during

1914-1947 fell within the range presented in the Table below.

Table 2 -1 Manual Employment in the Motor Industry
1914 - 1947
Year Employment estimates
1914 100, 000 (S.B. Saul) 80, 000 (allowing for repairs ‘
and the cycle trade ‘
and salaried employ~
ees)
(Labour (Census)
Research)
1924 153, 074 148,074 100, 000 (P.E.P,)
1930 167,297 125, 000 (P.E.P.)
1935 194, 960 150, 000 (P.E, P, )
1939 282, 000 (P.E.P,)
1947 307,000 (P.E. P.)

§gdrce: S.B. Saul op.cit.; Final Report of the Census of Production
Part 11 (1935); Political and Economic Planning, op.cit.;
Labour Research. loc.cit,

(1) Political and Economic Planning, op.cit. p.15-16.
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Trade union membership estimates have been constructed from
a number of sources. As far as unions of skilled men are concerned,
e.g. the A,E,U,, N,U. V,B, and National Union of Sheet Metal
Workers, it was possible for the years 1911-1924 to use trade union

membership figures published in the 18th and 20th Abstracts of Labour

Statistics of the United Kingdom to calculate trade union membership in

"vehicle building". The 18th Abstract, published in 1926, presented
union membership figures for the industrial group comprising iron
founding, engineering, shipbuilding and other metalworking for the
years 1911-1924, The 20th Abstract, published in 1931 also covered
these years but included vehicle building as a separate and additional
category within the ironfounding, engineering, etc. group. It was thus
possible to calculate the membership of skilled unions in vehicle build-
ing until 1924 when the difference in the industrial classification and

(1)

hence the basis for calculation, disappeared.

From 1924 the membership of unions of skilled men was estimated
from branch membership returns. In order to check the correspon-
dence between this method of estimation and the results from official
figures, the total estimates for the years 1922 and 1923 were compar-
ed using both methods. There was a close degree of correspondence

(2)

befween both sets of results.

(1) Abstract of Labour Statistics of the United Kingdom Cmd.2740
(1926), Cmd. 131 (1931).

(2) See Appendix 3 Notes on the estimation of trade union member -
ship.
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Separate estimates of general unions' membership were

necessary for 1911-1924 since at this time the whole membership of
general unions was assigned to the category of ''general labour." (1)

In the absence of other information and given that the Workers' Union
took the lead among unskilled and semi-skilled engineering workers
during 1910-1920, attention has been confined to the W, U. and estimat-
es of its membership in the motor industry have been derived from

(2)

Hyman's figures for W, U, membership in the Midlands. They are
really guesses at a likely proportion of the total accounted for by motor
workers. Given the concentration of membership in Birmingham and
Coventry, where motor workers accounted for half the engineering work-
force in 1924, it has been assumed that roughly 20 per cent of the W, U.'s
engineering membership inthe Midlands was in the motor industry. 8)
Figures for the membership of the general unions during the 1930s and
1940s are based, in the absence of branch membership returns, upon
reports of membership in individual plants which appeared at intervals
in the minutes of the Metal and Engineering Trade Group and the

General Executive Council of the T, G. W, U. and the Monthly Reports

of the N, U.G,M,W. The estimates of total trade union membership

in the motor industry are given in Table 1.2,

(1) See Ministry of Labour Gazette for the 1920s, notes to tables
relating to the membership of trade unions.

(2) R. Hyman, '""The Workers' Union, 1898-1929.

(3) Report of the Census of Production, 1924 (H.M.S.O., 1931)
quoted in ibid p. 213n.
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Table 2- 2. Trade Union Membership in the Motor Industry

1914 - 1946
Membership
Years Unions of skilled men General Unions Total
1913/ 14 13,000 7,000 20, 000
1920 27, 000 18, 000 45, 000
1921 24,125 6,500 30, 625
1922 22,600 4,000 26, 600
1923 22,500 3,000 25,500
1924 23,400 3,000 26,400
1925 23,650 3,000 26, 650
1926 23,000 2,500 25,500
1927 21, 900 - 2,000 23, 900
1928 22,300 2,000 24,300
1929 22,800 2,000 24,800
1930 22,400 2,000 24,400
1931 21,450 2,000 23,450
1932 19,396 1,000 20,396
1933 18,500 1,000 19,500
1934 20, 900 2,000 22, 900
1935 : 22,800 4,000 26,800
1936 28,500 9,000 37,500
1937 35,500 9,500 45, 000
1938 43, 000 17,000 60, 000
1939 49,000 20,000 (1) 69, 000
1946 89, 000 25,000 114,000

Source: A.E.U. Monthly Journal, Half-Yearly Report;
N.U. V.B. Monthly Journal and Quarterly Financial
Report; T.G.W.,U. General Executive Council minutes;
MEC minutes; N.U.G.M.W. Monthly Report;
R. Hyman, ""The Workers' Union, 1898-1929",

(1) This is certainly an under-estimate of general union membership.
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The membership totals confirm the impression of the course
of development given by documentary evidence;  rapid growth up to
1920 followed by a collapse and stagnation during the 1920s. The
Great Depression led to membership falling again, though by propor-
tionately much less than during 1920-1923. Membership recovered
after 1933, growing rapidly to regain the 1920 level in 1937. One can
discern signs of the renewal of mass unionism as the membership of
the general unions climbed at the end of the 1930s = in fact it is
possible that their growth has been understated. After 1937 the A,E.U.
also began to recruit semi-skilled workers in the motor industry, re=-
inforcing the movement towards the unionisation of the mass of auto~-
mobile workers. As yet however, these were signé and portents only,
As the density figures below incficate, even by 1939 trade unionism
was confined to a small minority of motor workers, most of them

skilled.

Table 2 -3. Union Density in the Motor Industry, 1914 - 1946.

—

Total Manual (1) Membership as a
Year Membership Employment % of employment
1914 20, 000 80, 000 25.0
1924 26,400 100, 000 26.4
1930 24,400 125, 000 19.5
1935 26,800 150, 000 17.9
1939 69, 000 282, 000 24.5
1946 114, 000 307,000 : 87.1

1. The employment figures used here are S.B. Saul's 1914
estimate, adjusted downwards to exclude cycles, repair
work and salaried staff, and P.E, P.'s estimates for
1924 - 1947,

Source: S.B. Saul, op.cit.; Political and Economic Planning,

e s et e st et

op.cit.; See also Appendix 3.




- 135 -

The outstanding feature of automobile trade unionism before the
Second World War was its numerical weakness. Density of union
membership fell after 1920 and continued to fall until 1935. Moreover,
recovery during the late 1930s was incomplete since not even the 1924
figure was regained until the Second World War, Weakness can also
be shown by comparing union density in the motor industry with that |
in engineering as a whole. It can be argued that trade unionism found i
it difficult to thrive anywhere in the engineering trades during the inter=-
war period since the older, better-organised sectors were in decline
and the newer presented problems similar to those in the motor
industry. Nevertheless, density of trade union membership in engineer-
ing remained consistently higher than that in automobiles during the

inter-war period as shown below.

Table 2 ~ 4., Union Density in the Motor Industry and the Rest

of Engineering(l), 1924 - 1939

Year Motor Density Engineering Density
%o %
1924 26.4 32.9
1930 19.5 29.6
~1935 17.9 28.9
1939 24.5 34.8
1. The Rest of Engineering consists of engineering vehicle building

and repairing, shipbuilding and repairing and other metal work=-
ing MINUS the P.E. P. figures for employment in motor manu-
facture. Similarly, the estimates of motor union membership

have been deducted from the figures for engineering as a whole.

Source: Department of Employment and Productivity, British Labour
Statistics, Historical Abstract 1886-1968; Ministry of Labour
Gazette, 1924-1939; as for table 1 - 3.
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A crucial factor in the weakening of automobile trade unicnism
was the decline of the Workers' Union during the 1920s. When organ-
isation began to recover the fact that it did so at a more rapid pace
than in the rest of engineering probably reflected the renewed commit -
ment to the organisation of less-skilled workers brought to the motor
industry by the T.G,W.U. in the mid-1930s. Finally it is worth noting
that trade union weakness was reflected in the large degree of manager
ial freedom in motor plants. Some of the most important firms refuse-
ed to recognise the unions in their establishments and imposed their
own system of unilateral control before the Second World War, e.g.
Ford, Morris, Vauxhall, Even where unions were recognised, for
example at Austin, managment was circumscribed only with respect to
the conditions of skilled men. Where large firms had been forced to
back down and make concessions as during the strikes of 1929-1936,
this had resulted from mass rebellion by unorganised workers rather
than trade union pressure. Elsewhere firms were able to reduce rates
of pay and replace skilled men with semi-skilled workers without meet-
ing much more than token resistance from the minority of unionists in
the works, () If by the late 1930s skilled men had begun to develop
more effective organisation, sometimes strong enough to enforce in-
formal agreements, as at Briggs Bodies in 1939, the plight of the less~

skilled worker and his powerlessness to influence his conditions of work

(1) For example in Coventry firms during 1925, in spite of the fact
that production and sales were at a high level, employers were
able to cut piece-prices. In 1929 Humber Motors was able to
force through a reorganisation of production which involved the
displacement of large numbers of skilled men. A.E.U. Journal
Feb., 1925, July, 1929, O.D.,D,'s Report, division 18.




are illustrated by the following letter to the T,G. W.U. from a group

of Briggs workers in 1937:-

" ...The work is such that we are becoming mere

appendages of the machine, the machine setting the
speed, everyone in these works is panicky and
nervous, accidents occur by the dozen..... The
normal work day here is from seven (morning) until
seven thirty (evening) at straight time, no overtime
money is allowed, the wages average about 1 shilling
and fourpence an hour...... We work fifty to sixty
hours per week, it is a terrible strain, as workers
we plead that you use your power in order to make
these conditions public property, as we have to be
very careful owing to the well oiled espionage system
here. We are approaching your organisation first, if
this plea fails, desperation will make us look around
for others..... for reasons that are obvious, we are
very sorry, but we can only sign ourselves,

(1)

Twelve Briggs Workers. "

In this respect the turning point in the history of automobile trade

inionism was the Second World War,

Quoted in Friedman and Meredeen, op.cit. p.23.




- 138 -

CHAPTER THREE

THE ORGANISATION OF ATRCRAFT WORKERS
c. 1914 - 1946

In the Introduction to this thesis it was pointed out that any
discussion of the development of labour organisation in the motor
industry which does not pay some attention to the evolution of trade
unionism among aircraft workersis incomplete. The connections may
be illustrated as follows: first, the rapid growth of aircraft production
during 1914-1918 ensured that trade unions which were concerned with
the building of other mechanically-propelled vehicles extended their
activities to aeroplane manufacture, Thus when the National Union of
Vehicle Builders was formed by amalgamation in 1919, its jurisdict-
ion extended to the aircraft as well as the automobile and railway roll-

(1)

ing stock industries, Secondly, during the renewed expansion of
the aircraft industry during the late 1930s a number of large motor
companies ran ''shadow'' aircraft factories in the Midlands and the
North-West. The success which trade unions had in organising workers
in these establishments had repercussions for the strength of trade
unionism within their localities generally. Thus the success achieved
by trade unions at the Austin shadow factory in Birmingham strengthen-
ed organisation in the Austin motor plant and in the city as a whole

during the 1940s. Finally, as will be shown in a later chapter, the

relative success experienced by individual unions in organising aircraft

(1) N.U.V.B. Rules March, 1919 Rule 1, Section 1.
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workers helped to influence the pattern of union organisation in the
motor industry after the war. The best example of this is the case of
the N.U, V,B., which failed to get more than a foot in the door of the
aircraft industry during 1935-45. Consequently its relegation to third
place in the motor industry, behind the A, E, U, and the T,G. W, U,,
already a strong possibility by 1937, was rendered a certainty by 1945.

The history of trade unionism in aircraft manufacture can be
divided into a number of phases corresponding to stages in the develop-
ment of the industry itself. Before 1914 aircraft production was in its
infancy and trade unions were just beginning to establish a presence. (1?
The First World War generated a tremendous expansion in the industry
and this growth was accompanied by an extension of trade union member=-
ship, It is not clear, however, whether increases in membership kept
pace with the growth of employn;ent. While trade unionism was strong

in a number of firms, it seems likely that union density in the industry

as a whole may have fallen between 1914 and 1918,

With the end of the war the military demand for aeroplanes dis-
appeared and the industry was run down rapidly. As production and
employment plummetted during 1919-1923 so did trade union member-
ship, Yet the density of union membership probably rose. From 1924

to 1935 the aircraft industry remained small but nevertheless showed

(1) A presence which, however, was quite strong in some firms
by 1914, (See below p.140-1).
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noticeable signs of growth., Once more the increase in numbers
employed was accompanied by union membership growth and during this
phase membership kept pace with employment. From 1935 the industry
began to expand much more rapidly, as did trade union organisation.
While it is not clear whether overall density rose, particularly during
the war years, there is little doubt that union strength increased in the

most important plants.

The course of trade union growth among aircraft workers there-
fore, diverged at one point from that of its development in the motor
industry. The aircraft industry did not benefit from the boom of 1918-
1920 but on the other hand the depression of the early twenties did not
herald a long-term weakening of the union position, measured in terms
of membership density, as it did in the case of automobiles. (1) After
1935 the progress of organisation in each industry took more parallel
courses but the aircraft sector remained more strongly unionised. In
this chapter it is intended to describe in more detail the phases of

union growth among aircraft workers which have been identified above.

Considered in terms of production levels, aircraft manufacture
hardly warranted the title of an industry before 1914. Many competing
firms existed but output was very low, many businesses producing only

one or two aeroplanes during their lifetimes. Before the outbreak of

(1) There may have been a weakening in the extent of trade union
influence on the shop floor however, as the scope for shop
stewards' activity was circumscribed.
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war the main source of demand was the private flier but the market
was extremely limited; as P. Fearon has shown, only eighty privately
owned aircraft were registered as airworthy in October, 1913. pi)

The military demand for aeroplanes was negligible, the authorities
remaining unreceptive to the idea of using aircraft for anything other
than very limited military purposes, such as target-spotting for the

(2)

artillery. Consequently, upon the outbreak of war the total stock

of available aircraft in Britain numbered less than three hundred,

(3)

compared with Germany's 1, 450,

Despite its lack of development, the aircraft industry attracted
the interest of certain trade unions during the generally expansive years
of 1912-1914. The United Patternmakers' Association claimed a large
number of members in aircraft factories and announced its intention of
consolidating its position in the industry. Both the Amalgamated
Society of Engineers and the Workerg' Union recruited among aircraft
workers in private and government establishments, e.g. the Bristol
Aeroplane Works and the Royal Aircraft Factory at Farnborough. ‘4)
Some establishments were quite strongly organised by 1914, One

anonymous firm which made both motor-cars and aeroplanes had

recognised trade unions and established a works committee composed

(1) P, Fearon. ”’I“he Formative Years of the British Aircraft
Industry, 1913-1924" Business History Review Vol. XL111, 4
(Winter, 1969) p. 476.

(2) ibidf p. 479.

(3) Central Office of Information, ''The United Kingdom Aircraft
Industry'' (1952) (Trades Union Congress Library).

(4) U.P.A. Annual Report, 1914; A.S.E. Journal March, April,
1914; Workers' Union Annual Report, 1912.




of managment and trade union representatives as early as 1908, A
disputes procedure was established and trade union officials within the
plant were given considerable scope to develop their activities, having
the right to move from shop to shop. Unfortunately no information is
available concerning total union membership at the company but 26
unions had members there by the outbreak of the war, (1) At the same
time trade unions in Loondon began to co-operate with each other in
trying to improve organisation and lead wages movements among air=-
craft workers and this led to the formation of the London District

(2)

Aircraft Workers' Committee in 1914,

The First World War caused a massive expansion of output and

(3)

employment in the aircraft industry, especially from 1916, Before
the war, Britain had lacked her own aero-engine sector and had relied

chiefly on French power units. =Moreover, many private firms had

(1)  Report on ""An Establishment Making Motor-Cars and Aeroplanes'
in Report of a Ministry of Labour Inquiry into Works Committees
(1918).

(2) The chief aims of the Committee were to establish a minimum
rate of pay for London aircraft workers and to resist the

extension of piecework and payments by results. See
Allen Hutt, British Trade Unionism. A Short History (6th

edition, 1975) p. 73-4 and below, p. 150-4

(3) The number of firms in the aircraft industry rose from 771 in
November, 1917 to 1, 529 in Octover, 1918. P. Fearon,
"The Formative Years of the British Aircraft Industry, 1913 -
1924" loc. cit. ~
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been occupied assembling French-designed air frames. However, by
1918 Britain had established a large air frame and engine building

capacity based upon British designs. (1)_ By 1918 the annual output of

the industry stood at 26, 685 air frames and 29, 651 engines. (>2)’>

Trade unions were encouraged to intensify their efforts to
organise aircraft workers for three reasons; the growth of employment,
the desire to protect the position of skilled men in the face of dilution
and concern over wages issues. Employment in aircraft production
rose rapidly to reach 347, 000 by 1918, (3 The Amalgamated Society
of Engineers stepped up its activities at the government-owned
factories at Farnborough and Eastleigh, increasing its membership

sevenfold and fourfold respectively between 1914 and May, 1919,
Membership in Kingston-u pon-Thames, home of the Sopwith Aviation

Company, rose from one hundred at the beginning of 1914 to 305 by
May, 1919 and at Yeovil the A.S. E. expanded from 41 to 277 during
1916-1919 with the growth of Petter's Aircraft Works. New branches
of the A.S. E, were established in Crayford and Rochester, partly in

order to aid the recruitment of aircraft workers employed by

(1) A number of sizeable firms owed their existence and growth to
the war, e, g. Airco, Boulton and Paul, Westland, Fairey,
Bristol and Handley Page. The aero-engine sector was led by
Rolls=-Royce, Napier and Beardmore. See R. Higham,
"Quantity Vs Quality; the Impact of Changing Demand on the
British Aircraft Industry, 1900-1960" Business History Review
Vol XL11, 4 (Winter, 1968) p. 443-686.

(2) Central Office of Information, ''The United Kingdom Aircraft
- - Industry' op. cit. ‘

(3) ibid.
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Vickers, Ltd. and Short Bros, Ltd., during 1915. (1) In February,
1918 the A.S.E. opened a new branch in Cheltenham as a result of
"the engineering extension in aircraft work'. (3} Much of the growth
of aircraft production occurred in the South-East of England and it
was partly in response to this that the A, S, E. established a new
organising division for the South-East at the beginning of 1916, (3)
Other unions also took advantage of the industry's growth; the
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners, especially in London

(4)

and the South~East, and the Workers' Union in Bristol,

The growing scale of production and the increasing specialisation
in particular processes on the part of the rising number of sub-contract-
ing firms permitted a more intensive division of labour and the wideruse
of machinery than had been possible before 1914, This process was
further encouraged by acute sho’brtages of all kinds of skilled labour,.
Thus it was found that ''a large number of processes hitherto regarded
as skilled were either semi-skilled or even unskilled" so that little

skilled labour came to be required in many aspects of production. Jobs

(1) A.S.E, Journal 1914-1919, See Table 3-1 below for detailed
membership figures.

(2) A.S.E. Journal March, 1918, O.D.D,'s Report, division 13,

(3) A.S.E, Journal Jan., 1916, Figures for the distribution of
employment in aircraft manufacture are not available for the war
years, but in 1931 Greater London and the South=-East accounted
for approximately 55 per cent of the total workforce. Political
and Economic Planning, The Location of Industry in Britain (1939)
p. 230-1,

(4) Workers' Union Record Nov., Dec., 1916; Workers Union
Annual Report 1918,
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which in the experimental era of production had been the province of
craftsmen were by the end of the war "sub-divided and simplified by

(1)

the provision of jigs'',

The progress of dilution in aircraft work, measured in terms of
the number of dilutees and the range of operations on which they were
employed, was considerable, Despite initial doubts as to the suit-
ability of semi-skilled operatives for aircraft work, employers were
quickly won over as the shortage of craftsmen became more acute, As
early as 1915 one Leeds firm hired two hundred semi-skilled men and
sixty unskilled women to operate automatic machinery which had been
installed. The extended employment of women is especially noticeable.
By 1917, women were employed in over seventy operations in aircraft
construction which, prior to the war, were performed almost exclusive-
ly by skilled men. Most of these operations consisted of machine work
and simplified assembly work, but hand operations in both metal and

(2)

wood were also undertaken by women, ~ Estimates based upon re-
turns from aircraft firms to the Labour Supply Department of the

Ministry of Munitions indicate that women accounted for about 34 per

(1) '"Notes on Labour Problems in Wartime'' P,R,0O, MUN 4/3335;

: Ministry of Munitions Weekly Report, week ending 8 April, 1916. .
P.R.O. MUN 2/27; Report of the War Cabinet Committee on
Women in Industry Cmd 135 (1919) p. 114, '"Jigs' were essential-
ly patterns made of wood or metal which ensured the accurate
drilling, shaping and assembly of components.

Female and Juvenile Labour' 14 Dec,, 1915 P,R,O. MUN 5/70/
324/11; "Report on the Progress of the Dilution Campaign"
P.R,O, MUN 5/70/324/21; "List of Operations Performed by
Women in Various Industries' 7 Nov., 1917 P,R,O, MUN 5/70/

i
|
(2) "Examples of Success in Diluting Labour by Unskilled Male,
324/12,
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cent of the labour force during 1917, Thus approximately 110, 000
women were employed in the construction and repair of aircraft
during 1917-1918, Of these, some 23, 000 were directly substituted
(1)

for men on jobs which had existed before the war,

Dilution in the aircraft industry stimulated organising efforts by
trade unions in the following ways. Trade unions representing skilled
men saw uncontrolled dilution as undermining their ability to protect
their members' interests by exercising control over entry to their
trades and reserving certain jobs for skilled men,. Skilled workers
themselves felt threatened by competition from 'cheap labour'' and
turned to trade unions for protection. At the same time, the growing
employment of less=-skilled workers encouraged organisations such as

the Workers' Union to step up activities in the aircraft factories,

g

Opposition to dilution appears to have been widespread in the
aircraft industry although it was strongest among woodworkers, whose

resistance was spearheaded by the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters

and Joiners, The A,S.C. & J refused to co-operate in the implementat-

ion of dilution schemes throughout the war and as late as 1918 it

(1) Labour Supply Department Weekly Summaries 15 Sept., 1917
to 8 Dec., 1917 P,R,O, MUN 5/71/324/38, These returns
are probably not very reliable, being based on returns from a
small and varying sample of firms (a maximum of eight), The
figure is supported by the Report of the War Cabinet Committee
on Women in Industry, p, 94, which stated that by the end of the
war 33 per cent of aircraft workers were women, However, the
Committee may well have based its estimate on the Labour
Supply Department's information.
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mounted a series of efforts to prevent the introduction of less~skilled
workers at aircraft establishments throughout the country, It opposed
the employment of female dilutees in the North-West and in Yorkshire
on the grounds that craftsmen were available to do the work and it
succeeded in getting women dismissed from sawmills in the West
Midlands. In London, aircraft workers at Trollope and Colls threaten=-
ed to strike if women were employed on assembly work, Dilution went
ahead more easily in the South-West, but even there a centre of

(1)

r.esistance developed among aircraft workers in Cheltenham,

This kind of resistance was less common among metal workers
and engineers, being confined mainly to centre-lathe turners in the-
engine shops in Yorkshire and the East Midlands, However, sheet
metal workers joined with woodworkers in opposing dilution in London
and the South-East, (2) Yet despite widespread opposition to dilution
and the fact that dilution was the single most common cause of strikes
in engineering as a whole during the war, strikes of aircraft workers

were rare, During 1917, a year of widespread strikes against the

proposed extension of dilution to work on private as well as government

(1) Ministry of Munitions Weekly Reports week ending 8 April, 1916
P.R,0. MUN 2/27; '"'Memorandum on the Difficulties of
Dilution" 31 August, 1916 P,R,O. MUN 5/70/324/20; Aircraft
Dilution Officers' Conference Minutes 3 April, 1918; Ministry
of Munitions '"Extracts from Printed Weekly Reports Referring
to Dilution' week ending 13 July, 1918 P,R.O, MUN 2,

(2) Aircraft dilution officers' conference Minutes 3 April, 1918,
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contracts, only two stoppages over dilution in the aircraft industry
were recorded by the Ministry of Munitions, both at Rolls-Royce. In
March, workers struck over the release of clerks to the army, a move
which was seen as a prelude to dilution, and in April a second strike
occurred when managment ordered certain operations to be performed

(1)

by women.

The organisational response of unions of skilled men to dilution
was to urge craftsmen to stick to the union, visit aircraft factories as
they opened, e.g. the Blackburn Aeroplane Works, and to make

greater efforts to organise hitherto non-union firms such as the

(2)

Saunders Aeroplane Company. In addition, and in line with other
branches of war-time engineering, more attention was paid to the
establishment of workshop organisation. Simultaneously,the Workers'
Union and otﬁer labourers' uniogs such as the Gasworkers' and
General Labourers' Union stepped up their organising efforts among
less-skilled workers, the Workers' Union for example, declaring its

ambition to be to become the leading representative of women

(3)

engineering workers,

(1) B. Pribicevic, The Shop Stewards' Movement and Workers'
- Control. 1910-22 p. 36; Ministry of Munitions Weekly Reports
week ending 7 April, 1918 P.R.O. MUN 2/28.

(2) A.S.E. Journal Jan., 1916, July, August, 1918, Oct., Dec.,
- 1914, August, 1915, . :

(3) See p. 55 above. Unions of skilled men encouraged dilutees to
join unions catering for women and less-skilled workers
generally, For example, the A.S,E, encouraged female dilutees
to join the National Federation of Women Workers, See Report
of the Committee on Women in Industry; Appendices, Summaries

of Evidence, etc. Cmd 167 (1919) p. 60.
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Trade unions were also impelled to organise the aircraft
industry as a result of their concern about wages. There existed
three problems concerning aircraft workers' wages as far as the
unions were concerned, The first was the rapid proliferation of firms,
which was seen by unions of skilled men as undermining district rates
since new firms, not bound by collective agreements, were free to
ignore union-negotiated conditions of employment. Consequently the
A.S.E, urged its members to insist that the district rate be paid when
accepting aircraft work and redoubled its efforts to organise aircraft

shops as they opened,

Secondly, some unions, notably the A,S, E, and the A,S,C, & J.,
sought to resist the introduction of payments by results to the aircraft
industry during the war, The A,S,E, was by 1914 not opposed to all
systems of piecework in practice, Piecework had spread throughout
engineering during the last quarter of the nineteenth century and the
E, E,F, had established the right to introduce payments by results in
the 1898 Terms of Settlement. By 1(91)4 about one-third of engineering

1

workers were being paid by results,

(1). H.A. Clegg, A, Fox and A, Thompson, A History of British
Trade Unions Since 1889, Volume 1 1889~-1910 (Oxford, 1964)
p. 342-3; J,B, Jefferys, The Story of the Engineers, op, cit.
p. 154-5,




The A.S,E, was by 1914 however, opposed to certain forms of piece-
work, notably the Premium Bonus system which was proving attract-
ive to the managment of many new firms appearing in the aircraft

(1)

industry. The main objection of union officials to the system was
that it handed over to managment a considerable amount of control over
piecework earnings and "what effect change in manufacture or alter-
ation of design should have upon prices when fixed'' since employers
were able to alter time allowances and piecework prices if a change

(2)

in the method or material of construction took place. In nearly
every case where aircraft firms tried to introduce Premium Bonus,
the A, S, E, resisted on the grounds that it would lose a significant

(3)

amount of influence over the earnings of its members, The desire
to resist Premium Bonus was thus a factor encouraging the A.S,E, to

take an active interest in the aircraft industry.

(1) The Premium Bonus system was devised by James Rowan and
was often referred to as the "Rowan system''. Its basis was
a time allowance for each job., Workers who took longer than the
time allowed were paid the normal time rate for the class of work
upon which they were employed., Workers who took less than the
time allowed to complete the job were paid the time rate plus a
bonus which reflected a proportion of the time saved on the job.
For the employer the attraction of the scheme was that whatever
errors may have been made in fixing times on jobs, workers
could never earn more than double the normal time rate, See
J.B. Jefferys, op.cit, p. 130, The A,S.E, had agreed to accept
Premium Bonus in 1902 but rejected it in 1914, '

(2) A.,S.E, Journal August, 1917 O,.D.D.'s Report, division 10,

(3) ibid,
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More fundamental opposition to payments by results came from
most of the woodworking unions in aircraft, led by the Amalgamated
Society of Carpenters and Joiners, The A.S,C, & J. had a long-
established, principled objection to all forms of payments by results,
including straight piecework., From 1915 onwards the A,S,C, & J,,
together with other woodworking unions, came under increasing '
pressure from employers to accept payments by results for aircraft
workers, The A,S,C, & J, did all it could to resist this pressure and
succeeded in uniting the majority of woodworking unions in a campaign

against payments by results, (1)

In 1917, representatives of the
Ministry of Munitions and the Air Board appealed to the A,S.C, & J,
to relax its policy on payments by results to the extent of allowing
P.B.R, to operate in aircraft shops for the duration of the war, The
A,S.C, & J, put this proposal te a ballot of the membership, at which
it was defeated roundly by 10, 673 votes to 4, 086, (2) The A.S.C, & J.
remained implacably opposed to the extension of payments by results

(3)

throughout the war and during the post-war years, During 1919,

the union became involved in disputes over payments by results at

(1) "Circular Containing Proposals for Conditions of Employment
Affecting All Aircraft Workers in the British Isles', A,S.C,
& J., Sept., 1917; T, J. Connelly, The Woodworkers, 1860-1960

(1960) p. 46-7, The campaign was organised through the
National Woodworkers' Aircraft Committee from 1916, For
more about the N, W, A, C,, see below, p. 153-§.

(2) A.S.C., & J, 'Circular' Sept. 1917.

(3) However, it did agree in 1917 not to oppose payments by
results where it already existed. This was in return for a
national wage agreement for aircraft woodworkers, for more
about which, see below p, 152-3.
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Vickers, Ltd., and Boulton and Paul, Ltd. In the course of the disputes
it succeeded in persuading other unions representing aircraft wood-
workers to withdraw all of their members from shops carrying out work
for either firm. The seriousness with which the A.S,C, & J. pursued
its campaign against payments by results is indicated by the expulsion
from the union of a number of members in Norwich on the grounds that

they had agreed to operate a payments by results system at the Boulton
and Paul Works, (1)

Much of the force went out of the payments by results issue with
the rapid run-down of aircraft production during 1919-1920, By
September, 1919 not more than four hundred A.S,C,C, & J, members
were involved in disputes over payments by results and during that
month a provisional agreement was reached with the aircraft employers
whereby, pending a final settlement, acceptance of payments by results

(2)

would not be made a condition of employment,

In the case of the aircraft woodworkers, opposition to payments
by results became closely linked with action regarding the third wages

issue specific to the aircraft industry which gave rise to trade union

(1) Amalgamated Society of Carpenters, Cabinet-Makers and
Joiners Monthly Journal April, August, 1919, The change
of name resulted from the absorbtion by the A,S.C, & J. of
the Amalgamated Union of Cabinet-Makers in 1918, At the
end of 1920 the A,S,C.C, & J., merged with the General
Union of Carpenters and Joiners to form the Amalgamated
Society of Woodworkers, See also A,S.C,C, & J. General
Executive Council Minutes 12 June, 1919,

(2) A.S.C,.C, & J, Monthly Journal Sept., 1919,
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concern and stimulated organisational efforts, This was the objection
to the multiplicity of rates of pay for similar work which existed in the
aircraft industry. This situation stemmed from the way in which air=-
craft production had sucked in firms from a wide variety of woodwork=-
ing trades, each with their own separate rates of pay. The problem
first began to cause concern in London as early as 1914, Allen Hutt
wrote that 23 London factories payed eleven different sets of rates,
several of which were below the ''normal' rate for the class of work
being done, The rapid growth of the industry in other parts of the
country during 1915-1916 led to a national campaign being mounted in
1916, led by the A,S,C, & J., which aimed at achieving a national
minimum rate for aircraft workers which would be equal to the highest

(1)

existing union-negotiated rate in the woodworking trades generally,

In 1917 a situation arose 1n which the woodworkers decided to
effect a minimal compromise over their objection to payments by
results in order to achieve the national minimum rate, When the
Ministry of Munitions and the Air Board tried to persuade the unions
to accept payments by results for the duration of the war, the wood=-
workers rejected the proposal but agreed to accept payments by results
in shops where it already existed in return for a national wage agree-

(2)

ment, to come into effect from 1 November, 1917,

(1) Allen Hutt, British Trade Unionism. A Short History
(6th edition, 1975) p. 73; A.S.C, & J. 'Circular' Sept., 1917,

(2) T.J. Connelly, The Woodworkers, op.cit, p. 46,
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This counter-proposal was accepted by the government and the wood-
workers thus gained a considerable if rather delayed victory in
respect of minimum rates at little cost in terms of their position on
the payments by results issue. However, employers were in many
cases unwilling to implement the 1917 agreement since it meant in-
creasing hourly rates. On 31 January, 1918 therefore, following
complaints that employers were not observing the agreement, the
woodworkers' unions gave nine days' notice of a national strike unless
the government compelled firms to abide by the new terms of employ=~
ment. After threatening to gaol any strikers, the government ordered
employers to implement the November, 1917 agreement without

delay., (1)

The rapid growth of the aircraft industry and the nature of the
wages issues which emerged diring 1914-1916 gave a distinctive
character to trade union organisation among aircraft woodworkers,
Given the tremendous expansion of production and employment, the
rapid proliferation of new firms and the main policy goals of the wood-
workers, i.e, the abolition of payments by results and the establish=
ment of a national minimum rate of pay, the need for co-ordinated
action quickly became apparent, As the largest of the unions involved
it was the A,S.C, & J. which took the lead. The first step - a
response to the early emergence of difficulties in London - was the

formation of the London District Aircraft Workers' Committee in 1914,

(1) ibid,
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Composed of representatives of all woodworking unions engaged in
aircraft production, it sought to promote the unionisation of aircraft
workers, to organise opposition to payments by results and to campaign
for a separately negotiated pay structure for aircraft workers, The
Committee achieved little except for a relatively minor improvement

in wage rates in 1916, and as the woodworkers' problems took on a
more national dimension, the London District Committee was succeed-
ed by the National Woodworkers' Aircraft Committee. (1)_ Thus there
developed a high degree of co-operation between woodworking unions

in the aircraft industry during the First World War which was to re-

emerge in the mid=-thirties,

The N, W, A,C, was not merely a forum for the exchange of views
among national trade union officials, Considerable emphasis was
placed upon the development of*strong shop-floor organisation and
N.W, A,C, representatives actively encouraged the emergence of a
shop stewards' organisation in the aircraft industry, In itself this was
not unusual, but what distinguished the aircraft shop stewards' move-
ment from that in many other branches of wartime engineering was the
extent of common interest and co-operation between shop stewards and
national officials, There appears to have been little if anything of a
protest element directed against full-time national officials such as

occurred in ship-building and much of engineering during the war,

(1) Allen Hutt, British Trade Unionism. A Short History, op. cit.
p. 73; W. Mosses, The History of the United Pattern-Makers'
Association (1922) p. 276; S, Higgenbottam, Our Society's
History (official history of the Amalgamated Society of
Woodworkers, Manchester, 1939) p. 210-2
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The most obvious explanation for this is the over-riding importance to
both full-time officials and the rank-and-file of the desire to resist
payments by results and to obtain a national minimum rate. That these
issues were a powerful unifying force is demonstrated by the strike
threat of 1918, When Churchill, the Minister of Munitions, suggested
that he had the power to stop a strike being called, he was told by the
N.W.A.,C. that they had already made arrangements with local and
shop-floor representatives for a walk-out on 9th February unless
employers were ordered to implement the 1917 minimum rates

(1)

agreement,

The fact that these particular issues did unite representatives of
the rank-and~-file with the official leadership may be explained in turn
by the recent origin of trade un}on organisation among aircraft workers,
Most aircraft workers who joinéd trade unions during 1914-1918 did so
because of the promise of action on payments by results and the
structure of hourly pay. Thus there was little time for divergent,

antagonistic interests to develop.

Trade union efforts to recruit aircraft workers were therefore
stimulated during 1914-1918 by the rapid growth of aircraft production,
the threats and opportunities associated with dilution and concern over
wages issues. These pressures, occurring as they did within a

climate generally conducive to union expansion, must have resulted in

(1) S. Higgenbottam, Our Society's History, op.cit. p. 211=-2,
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a significant extension of trade union organisation in the aircraft
industry. Unfortunately, accurate estimates of membership are
impossible to construct owing to the lack of detailed statistics of union
membership in individual industries or occupations. It is therefore
necessary to attempt a rough estimate based upon the indirect evidence
of trade union voting figures, branch membership returns and branch
accounts, These sources indicate that membership in the aircraft
industry grew considerably during 1914~1918 but that it probably did not

expand as rapidly as employment,

In terms of membership and influence within the aircraft industry
the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, the Carpenters and Joiners and
the Workers' Union were dominant, although several smaller unions
had membership worth recording. There are clear signs of a signifi-
cant expansion of the A.S, I, among aircraft workers, The extension
of the A.S.E,'s activities in this area have already been referred to

(1)

above, The total membership of the union's branches in sixteen
districts associated with aircraft work doubled between 1914 and 1919,
from 9, 418 to 18, 892, Obviously these figures do not constitute
estimates of actual A,S.E, membership in the aircraft industry, but

the increase is indicative of the kind of progress being made, especially
as from Table 3-1 below it can be seen that the bulk of the expansion
occurred during 1915-1917, as employment and output in the aircraft

industry began to grow really rapidly. One might guess that by the end

(1) See p. 142-3,
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Amalgamated Society of Engineers, branch

EattE A membership in sixteen towns, January
1914 - 1917 and May, 1919

Town 1914 1915 1916 1917 1919
Bedford 213 223 288 544 642
Birmingham 2843 3174 3970 4201 3953
Blackburn 871 873 887 921 ' 1053
Bristol 1100 1283 1580 1967 2874
Coventry 2574 —— --- 4033 4655
Erith 807 902 1075 1233 1312
Farnborough 85 231 211 384 607
Gloucester 128 134 169 214 353
Kingston-upon~-Thames 100 151 210 198 305
Luton 195 206 269 471 559
Eastleigh 104 123 193 204 442
Crayford ~=-=~-No Branch===-==- 174 393 529
Acton 168 247 330 418 636
Rochester No Branch 150 156 259 304
Yeovil 27 50 41 - 2717
Total: 9418 7966 9840 16073 18892
Total (excluding
Coventry) 6844 7966 9840 12040 14237
Source:- A,S.E, Journal Jan,, 1914- 1917; May, 1919,
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of the war A,S,E. membership in the aircraft industry was in the

region of fifteen to twenty-five thousand,

There are no branch membership returns for the A,S.C, & J.
during the war years but a rough idea of the union's strength among
aircraft workers can be obtained from the number of A,S,C, & J.
members who voted on issues relating specifically to the aircraft
industry. Thus in 1917, 14,759 members voted on whether or not to
accept the introduction of payments by results to aircraft shops for the
duration of the war, In July, 1919, 25, 502 members voted on whether
to strike against payments by results being worked in aircraft factories

(1)

owned by Vickers and Boulton Paul, Ltd. On this basis it would
seem that the A,S,C,C, & J, had between fifteen and twenty five

thousand members in aircraft plants by 1919,

Evidence relating to the Worker's Union is virtually non-existent,
Nevertheless, Richard Hyman found that the W, U, experienced its most
rapid wartime growth in London and the South-East; "Of minor import-
ance in 1914, the area contained over a quarter of the union's member-
ship by 1918,...." () While the Workers' Union's main areas of
strength in the region were the Woolwich Arsenal and the Naval Dock=-

yard at Chatham, and the bulk of its recruits appear to have been

(1) A.s.C, &J. '"Circular,.....'" Sept., 1917; A.S.C.C, & J,
Monthly Journal July, 1919,

(2) Richard Hyman, '"The Workers' Union, 1898-1929"
( D.Phil thesis, Oxford University,1968) p. 110,
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workers in shell factories, it is certain that aircraft workers were
also drawn into the W, U, in growing numbers, New branches were set
up in Crayford and Farnborough, at Short Bros. in Rochester and at

(1)

Hendon, where a separate women's branch was organised.

Elsewhere, the Workers' Union extended its membership in the
Bristol - Gloucester area and the Midlands. It is evident that the union
must have organised a large number of aircraft workers although what
that number was is impossible to say with any certainty., Judging by
the income from subscriptions to the W, U, 's new branches in Bristol,
Coventry, Crayford, Farnborough, Hendon and at Short Bros. in 1918,
the membership of these branches (which was not recorded) totalled
between 700 and 1, 450, (2) On this basis, given its strength in the
Midlands (Hyman estimated its membershlp in Birmingham and
Coventry to have been 91, 500 by December, 1919) (3) it is doubtful
whether its membership in the aircraft industry could have been less

than ten thousand; indeed it could have been twice as great,

(1) Workers' Union Annual Report 1918,

(2) ibid. No figures for branch membership were recorded in the
Workers' Union Annual Report but branch accounts were printed,
Estimates of membership can be obtained by dividing total
income from subscriptions by the amount of the subscription.
Workers' Union subscriptions ranged from 3d to 6d per week,
This gives extreme estimates of 728, assuming that all branch
members paid a 6d subscription and 1, 450, assuming they all
paid 3d.

(3) Richard Hyman, ''The Workers' Union, 1898-1929" op. cit,
- p. 143,



- 161 _

In addition to the three major societies, a number of other
unions established themselves in the aircraft industry during the war,
The National Amalgamated Furnishing Trades' Association was
drawn into aircraft manufacture as furniture-making shops, e.g. in
High Wycombe, Bucks, were converted to aircraft work and the
Association formed new branches in Crayford, Farnborough, Hendon
and Kingston-upon-Thames, These new branches generally remain-
ed fairly small - under 250 members - but membership in the
established centre of High Wycombe grew noticeably, from 691 to
1,562 during 1914-1918, In addition, nearly three h)undred new
(1

members were made in Bristol during 1917-1918,

Other, smaller, societies such as the Amalgamated Society of
Wheelwrights, the U,K, Society of Coachmakers and the United
Patternmakers' Association, failed to expand their total membership
significantly during the war. However, there occurred a shift in the
distribution of the Coachmakers' membership away from the
Midlands and Manchester to London, which possibly reflected the grow=-

(2)

ing importance of aircraft work,

(1) National Amalgamated Furnishing Trades' Association
Annual Report 1914, 1917, 1918,

(2)  Of the total increase in the Coachmakers' membership of
1, 800 between October, 1914 and January, 1919, membership
growth in North, South and West London accounted for 731,
United Kingdom Society of Coachmakers Qu:rterly Report
and Journal Oct,, 1914, Jan.,, 1919,
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Taken together, it is possible that the N, A, F, T, A, and the
smaller unions of woodworkers and metalworkers (e.g. copper-
smiths', sheet metal workers' societies) had a further ten thousand
members in aircraft work by 1918, This gives a very wide range
of membership estimates; between 50, 000 and 80, 000 out of a total
employment figure of 347, 000, or between 14, 4 per cent and 23,0
per cent of the workforce by 1918, The paradox of rapid growth of
membership coupled with low and possibly falling density may be
explained in terms of the rapid growth of employment resulting
mainly from the proliferation of small firms rather than the further
expansion of large ones, and the growing importance of dilutees,
especially women, in the labour force. Large numbers of small firms,
many of which were sub-contractors, posed organisational problems
which had been recognised when attempts were made to organise

(1)

automobile workers before the war, That dilution of labour could
lead also to dilution of trade union stren gth was recognised at
Rolls-Royce., In 1918 a Ministry of Labour report stated that the
Rolls-Royce works at Derby had been highly organised before 1914,
with 98 per cent of workers in trade unions, By 1918 however, the

(2)

proportion had fallen owing to dilution.

(1) See above, p. 44

(2) Ministry of Labour, Report of an Inquiry into Works
Committees (1918) p. 57.




- 1,63 -

The tendency of union membership and union density to move
in opposite directions continued during the immediate post-war years
but with the currents reversed. Membership levels plummetted
immediately after the war but organisational density rose as employ-

ment fell faster than union membership,

The abrupt cessation of military orders at the end of the war
caused a collapse of production and employment during 1919-1921,
Huge stocks of war surplus aircraft and spares existed and for a
time during 1918-1919 the government sought to slow down the rate

at which workers were being laid off by ordering aircraft to be dis~

(1)

mantled, Nevertheless, with the collapse of the military market

and the demand for payments of wartime excess profits tax, many

firms went out of business, By 1920 only thirteen firms had any

(2)

aircraft work at all, While the De Havilland Company was able

to exploit and perhaps largely to create the growing enthusiasm for
light aviation as a recreation with the production of the D, H., Moth,

many other firms were forced to turn to other activities in order to

(3)

survive. The demand for light aircraft was limited and

commercial aviation in Britain operated on too small a scale to

(4)

sustain the industry. ° Neither could salvation be found in exports.

(1) A.S.C.C, & J. Monthly Journal May, 1919

(2) P, Fearon, '"The British Airframe Industry and the State,
-~ 1918-1935,Econ, Hist, Rev. 2nd series, Vol XXV11, 2
(May, 1974) p. 237.

(3) The Westland Aviation Company made beer barrels and the
Gloster Aeroplane Works turned to car bodies and milk
churns in addition to its airframe work, ibid.

(4) Britain did not have an international airline until 1924,
when Imperial Airways was set up. By 1931 the company
still had only 22 aeroplanes. ibid. p. 249
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There was a general surplus of aircraft in the U.S, A, and Europe;
moreover British aircraft were expensive relative to foreign makes

(1)

owing to a lack of standardisation in production.

The result was a dramatic reduction in employment from
347,000 in 1918 to 10,002 by 1924. (2? The vast majority of those
leaving the industry were workers in other trades such as furniture
making, and dilutees. The dismissal of dilutees was insisted on by
the unions represented on the N, W, A,.C, and by the A.S.E. In
June 1919 it was asserted that ''the whole of the wood processes in
the manufacture of aircraft was the work of the skilled artisan and
in no way should be handed over to the dilutee or the handyman or
women.'' The unions sought strict enforcement of the terms of the
1915 agreement on dilution Which had stressed that it should be a
temporary measure to be abéndoned at the end of the war, Hence it

was demanded that
"every dilutee must be discharged from aircraft
-and craftsmen put onto the work, which work
would otherwise have been retained in their hands
had no war taken place.,' (3)

(1)  ibid. p. 244; John B, Rae, "Financial Problems of the
. American Aircraft Industry, 1906-1960" Business History
Review Vol, XXX1X,1 (Spring, 1965) p. 103.

(2) Census of Production of the United Klngdom (H M.S.O. 1935)
Part 11 p, 409, -

(3) Report of a meeting with representatives of the Engineering
Employers' Federation at York, 13 June, 1919, N.W, A.C.
Minutes reprinted in A.S.C.C, & J. Monthly Journal
July, 1919,
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District, branch and shop officials were instructed to insist upon
dilutees being dismissed immediately any members of N,W,A.C.
unions became unemployed and a campaign was launched to clear

(1)

women out of aircraft factories.

There can be little doubt that whether or not trade union action
was particularly effective in determining employers' policy on
dismissals, the majority of dilutees absorbed by aircraft production
during the war had left it by the early 1920s. To a great extent the
industry reverted to handicraft production and became increasingly

(2)

reliant upon skilled workers,

The reduction of employment did lead to absolute losses of
membership and it is evident that the proportionate strength of the
A.E,U, in some plants was req_uced. This was partly due to the
A.E,U,'s confrontation with the Engineering Employers' Federation
in 1922, since reports of men leaving the union were received from
federated aircraft plants such as Fairey Aviation at Hayes, in 1923.‘3?

However, the A.E,U,'s organisation in non-federated establishments

seems to have been maintained, e.g. at Fairey Aviation'

(1) A.S.C.C, & J, Monthly Journal Dec., 1919,

(2) One of Hawker's production engineers stated in 1929

- - that the scope for the application of machinery and
specialised labour was narrower than it had been before<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>