








Intemational Labour Migration

mineworkers in Cornwall joined either the Dockers’ or the Workers’
Unions, whose officials had first become involved in Cornwall during the
strike of the china clay workers in 1913. In their turn the mine companies
combined to form the Cornish Mines Employers Federation. Both sides
were represented on the Joint Industrial Council for the Tin Mining
Industry established in 1919, but this did not initially achieve much success
in raising wage levels for the mine workers, which by now were among
the lowest in the country.56 By 1920 a general strike by all Cornish
mineworkers seemed imminent, and was only averted by a last ditch wage
offer from the Employers.

The crisis in the industry was heightened by the post-war decontrol of
food prices, and there were riots in several parts of Cornwall in which
farmers who had raised the price of their butter, milk, and eggs had their
produce smashed as they brought it to market. The Unions organised
protest demonstrations at which clear class antagonisms were expressed:

Mr Behenna (WU organiser) said. . . . There were thousands of babies dying in
the country and at inquests the coroners returned verdicts of ‘natural causes’. A
truer verdict would be ‘capitalism’. . . .

Mr J.H. Bennets (WU) said. . . . the Government were to blame for the
present plight. Instead of treating all classes alike they had only studied one

class — the capitalist. A bigger output was urged, but how could men on a C3 diet
do Al work?. . . .

Mr Robinson (Carnmarth) stated that he had six children but was only in receipt
of 7/- per shift. . . . he wanted to see butter brought to the alleys of the workers as
well as to Albany Road and the people in the principal streets of Redruth.’

By this time, however, the mine companies were experiencing the
consequences of years of profit taking at the expense of underground
development, culminating in the short-term demands of the war
economy. When the price of tin fell yet again, with the onset of the post-
war depression, it was not surprising that the mines, with no reserves to
fall back on, were in crisis. As the Cornish capitalists rationalised their
assets and turned to their more profitable ventures overseas, all save two of
the remaining Cornish mines closed, thus rendering hundreds
unemployed and labour organisation academic. By this time there were
few overseas opportunities for the migrating Cornish miner; the escape

route had closed.
IV

In addition to an apparent reputation for non-militancy, the Cornish
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miners also gained, during the nineteenth century, a reputation as strike
breakers, particularly in the coal-fields of the north of England, but also
overseas. In 1864 the (mainly Irish) Miners League of Storey County was
broken with the use of Cornish labour: ‘. . . . who are aliens and who
come here only to hoard their gains and carry them back to their native
land.’®8 In Butte, Montana, where the Cornish/Irish antagonism was
perhaps the most bitter, Cornish miners frequently blacklegged:

Oh fellow worker, Cousin Jack
On you we’re keeping tab

Your first name may be Tussie
But your middle name is SCABS?

Rowe suggests it was anti-Irish feeling that kept the Butte Cornish out of
the International Workers of the World, during the strike therein 1917.70
Such prejudice was not one-sided. Rowe quotes the howls of protest when
a Cornishman was proposed for the [IW'W Committee of Grievances,
whose membership was meant to represent all the ethnic groups at
Butte.”!

. Such evidence would seem to substantiate the view of the Cornish
miners as individualist non-militants, yet I would argue that this was not
in fact the case. In the USA, despite racial antagonism, the Cornish
‘became the leaders of mining labour movement in the West.’”2 In South
Australia similarly, the miners earned for Moonta and Wallaroo
(nicknamed ‘ Australia’s little Cornwall’) a reputation as ‘ared hot Labour
centre’’> and many Cornish miners rose to prominence in the Australian
Labor Movement; with one, John Verran, becoming first Labor Prime
Minister of South Australia.”* I would suggest that Cornish blacklegging
needs to be re-examined not only with regard to the apparently more
predominant union-supporting behaviour of Cornishmen abroad, but also
with regard to the migration pattern of the ‘single roving miner’.

The method of recruiting Cornish miners as strike breakers was
pparently quite straightforward: an advertisement would be placed in the
Cornish local newspapers offering work. Indeed, the papers frequently
carried such advertisements from all over the world, and requests for
blacklegs did not differ greatly in wording or format save that they
specified that men were wanted ‘on contract’ and would have their fares
paid to the mine. During the late 1860s and early 1870s there were several
such advertisements placed by English coal-mine owners from Lancashire
and Durham. In both these areas there were labour disputes, although the
advertisements made no mention of this. It does not appear that very many
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men went north, that is compared to the numbers who went abroad, and a
possible explanation may lie in the Cornish miners contempt for coal-
mining, regarded as mere unskilled hewing. In fact, as Harris has pointed
out, coal-mining did contain a body of skills and ‘knacks’ and a hierarchy
of skills existed between borers, sinkers, hewers, and drawers.”> Most of
these skills would, however, have been familiar to the Cornish, except
possibly that of testing for fire-dampt, and in the early 1870s the Cornish
miner had additional skills to offer. For the collier, as Harrison has noted,
the main problem was that his skills were expendable. The work could be
done and coal produced — less well perhaps and with more accidents, but
produced nonetheless — by the unskilled labour of agricultural workers.
This tension, between ‘honourable men’ and ‘degraded slaves’ Harrison
suggests, was what determined the nature of coal-mining trade unionism
between 1850 and 1888.76 In Cornwall there does not appear to have been
any such tension. On only two occasions was any attempt made to
introduce unskilled labour into Cornish mines and then on a very limited
scale. In contrast to the coal-fields where demand for labour grew, it was
technological innovation — particularly the introduction of rock drills
after 1875, decreased demand for labour, and the growth of professional
trained mining experts, that de-skilled the Cornish miner and moved him
from honourable man to degraded slave. In the early 1870s, although
deskilling was about to begin, a Cornish miner stood to gain more by
working in a metal mine overseas than in a coal-mine in Britain. With an
established pattern of autonomous migration, only those men who were
unable to raise the fare to Nevada or elsewhere would be likely to ‘take the
bosses’ shilling’ and go north on contract, with their fares paid, to the
coalfields.

This view is underlined by an examination of the Burnley coal strike of
1874, not least because one of the first actions of the striking colliers’ union
(the Amalgamated Association of Miners) was to pay the fares of the
incorners back to Cornwall again. Indeed, the Secretary of the AAM,
Thomas Halliday, together with seven officers of the Association, faced
arrest and imprisonment on a conspiracy charge for financially aiding the
Cornish miners.”” It seems hard to believe that, isolated though Cornwall
was, the miners involved had no idea they were to be strike-breakers,
although this is what some of them claimed.”® Others became persuaded of
the justice of the colliers’ cause. As four Callington miners stated in a letter
home:

We consider it our duty as honourable men to inform you that we have been into
Lancashire, and have worked in the coal mines in the neighbourhood of Burnley,
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but we did not find that ease and comfort which we expected to find, but we found
hard work and not seven shillings per eight hours for one or two years which we
understood we were to have; but when we were there a short time only our wages
were reduced . . . . Although we had been working in the places of the men who
were locked out by the employers, the poor men treated us with the greatest
kindness and respect, and enabled us to reach home in safety . . . . The poor men
are locked out because they wish to belong to a Miners’ Association known as the
Amalgamated Association of Miners. They also desire to get coal by weight not by
measure or the box. It is right that they should be united with their fellow miners
as by the power of combination they would be able to claim demand and obtain
their rights according to the Statute Law of this Realm. Fellow men — do not
engage with any Agent just now; better days are in store for us. The Amalgamated
Association is a noble institution, and it will be our moral redemption in days to
come. ;t is ready to take us in with open arms, to aid in bettering our condition
7

The AAM was certainly only too ready to take the Cornish miners in
‘with open arms’ in that it did not limit itself to being a trade union solely
for the Lancashire coalfields. In 1873 it numbered men from Wales,
Bristol, the Forest of Dean, and Cannock Chase among its 23,676
members as well as having strong links through the Examiner system of
local papers with the Potteries and with tin plate, iron, and agricultural
workers.® The policy of the AAM, resolved in 1872, was the regulation of
wages and the use of arbitration to prevent strikes but that strikes, when
they did occur, should be funded from levies on the rest of the
membership.8! It was from this fund that the AAM officers paid the fares
back to Cornwall of many erstwhile strike-breakers.

It would appear that the AAM was actively campaigning for members
among the Cornishmen rather than simply endeavouring to remove
troublemakers from Burnley. Officers of the Association visited Cornwall
in January 1874, holding public meetings'and writing at length in the local
press.82 They urged the justice of the Association’s cause and called on
Cornish miners to join them rather than accept the coal companies’ offers
of work. Their approach was in marked contrast to that of the Durham
miners, who the following May also sent representatives to Cornwall
stating: “We therefore ask all strangers to keep from Durham until we
have settled with our employers as we intend to resist the proposed
reduction in wages.’8® The Durham union was, in contrast to the AAM, a
union purely of colliers, but the AAM itself, despite its broad base could
not susiain the pressure of concerted demands for wage reductions from
coal companies that occurred with the fall in the price of coal. Thus,
although it was claimed that many hundreds of Cornishmen had joined the
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AAM,B4 their membership was of short duration. The optimism of the
Callington men was not realised; ‘better days’ were not at hand for, labour
in Cornwall; rather, the metal mining industry also moved into
depression, with wage reductions, mine closures, and mass unemploy-
ment. The migrations of the late 1870s once again eclipsed those of the
single roving miner as families, aided by the Country Distress Committee,
sailed away. Some 60,000 people left Cornwall durmg the decade 1871-81.
None the less, the example of the Burnley miners’ strike was not unique,
and it seems reasonable to suggest that the autonomy of the single roving
miner does provide insight into the strike-breaking phenomenon. Both
extreme financial straits and family migration limited this autonomy of
mobility.

A similar example can be found in 1913, when three Cornishmen,
newly arrived in Michigan and believed to have come as strike-breakers in
the long strike at Calumet and Hecla, were shot dead by members of the
Western Federation of Miners. The reporting of the killings in the
Cornish press, together with a discreetly worded advertisement from the
Calumet and Hecla company for mine labour, elicited a letter from some
Cornish miners in Arizona, not unlike that of the Callington men thirty-
nine years before:

.. . it is our purpose to inform miners of Cornwall what the miners are
fightmg for in the Copper Country . . . . That the struggle is a righteous one
has been admitted all over the United States and the working classes of every
trade and calling have supported it morally and financially and are continuing to
doso. . . . Thus far the mining companies have not been able to find competent
miners to ﬁll the place of the strikers. Consequently they have resorted to adver-
tising in foreign papers that are published in mining districts for men to come
and bring their families, as they are well aware that it will cost any miner all he

has financially to go to Michigan, and after he gets there he will have to work to
sustain them . . . .8

In conclusion, I would reiterate that there was an important relationship
between long-established patterns of labour migration, and the form of
labour relations that occurred within Cornwall. Possibly migration acted
as a safety valve for men despamng of change in Cornwall, certainly there
was most frequently the coercion of poverty, but the migration of the
Cornish mineworkers to the metalliferous mining fields of the world was
one whose complexities transcended both safety valve and coercion
theory, not least because they migrated as miners to a mine (any mine,
anywhere) rather than to a ‘new world’. The Cornish diaspora poses a
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challenge to individualist perspectives on labour migration. Rather,
examination suggests that migration was determined by international
development and investment with concommitant shifts in international
demand for labour. Furthermore, the history of the Cornish miner and the
Cornish mining industry during the nineteenth century poses a challenge
to those who interpret labour migration in terms of betterment. The
Cornish mining economy was inextricably linked to the economies of the
metalliferous mining fields of the world in a dialectic relationship whereby
the expansion of the latter inevitably meant ruin for the former. That this
expansion and change in world mineral production was assisted — indeed
in many cases largely made possible — by the labour of the Cornish
miners, while the consequences in terms of social dislocation, poverty,
disease, and death subsequently borne by Cornishmen and women
both at home and abroad® underlines these challenges with bitter irony.
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