HERBERT SMITH: MINEWORKERS’ CHAMPION
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Coal mining in the 19th and early 20th century was a strength-sapping and hazardous occupation which required collective effort and trust between workmates. This fostered a strong sense of identity and spirit of unity among miners and, as a result, they were one of the first workforces to develop effective trade unions. Initially, mining unions were organised on a local and regional basis – there was not a single national union until the industry was nationalised in 1948 – but nevertheless, through close co-operation between their regional organisations, the miners were able to wield power on a national scale. This was well illustrated at the time of the General Strike of 1926, driven in no small part by the leadership of Herbert Smith.
A good argument can be made that Smith was the man who fired the starting gun on the General Strike, courtesy of two bluntly stated and gruffly delivered words: “Nowt doing.” This was the reply given by the president of the Miners Federation of Great Britain (MFGB) – the forerunner of the National Union of Mineworkers – to prime minister Herbert Asquith in the early hours of 1 May that year, when a dispute between colliery owners and the unions over the formers’ proposals for a longer working day and wage reductions had escalated to a point where the highest officers of government were directly involved in the negotiations. A few hours after Smith had rejected Asquith’s offer to settle the grievance, more than a million workers in a variety of industries across the country had walked out on strike.
Herbert Smith’s position as one of the most powerful men in Britain at this point, leader of more than three-quarters of million men responsible for supplying the great majority of the country’s industrial, domestic and transport fuel, was a world away from that of the orphaned son of two workhouse inmates who worked his first shift down Glasshoughton pit, alongside his adoptive father, at the age of ten. He was famously a man of few (and invariably bluff) words and underwent very little formal learning – having just missed out on the arrival of compulsory elementary schooling in Castleford following the passing of the 1870 Education Act – but his determined character and leadership ability counted for more at a time when miners’ efforts to organise were coming to fruition and trade unionism was finding its feet. Consequently he inspired loyalty among the men he represented and earned the respect of the colliery owners and politicians with whom he negotiated. 
He was elected to his first representative position at Glasshoughton in 1894 and rose steadily up the union ladder. He was selected as a Yorkshire Miners Association (YMA) delegate to the national Miners Federation from 1905, then became YMA president in 1906. In 1915 he was elected MFGB vice president, then six years later won the unanimous vote of delegates at the federation’s conference in Llandudno to become its president, a post he held until 1929 when he resigned over its acceptance of a longer working day. He was also president of the Miners International organisation from 1921–29 and remained Yorkshire leader until his death.
Outside of his union career he held numerous other posts. He was a member, among other organisations, of the West Riding County Council, Castleford Urban District Council, Barnsley Borough Council (and mayor in 1932), Castleford Trades Council and Glasshoughton School Board. He served as a magistrate for several years – hence the title Herbert Smith JP on his gravestone – taking a particular interest in the rehabilitation of young offenders. 

Herbert Smith was born in the Great Preston Union workhouse on 17 July 1862. When his parents died, in circumstances not recorded, he was adopted by a local couple, Samuel and Charlotte, who shared his surname. 19th century mining families commonly moved long distances seeking better wages and prospects and thus part of his early childhood was spent in County Durham, before Samuel was attracted back to Yorkshire and settled in Glasshoughton, where the new colliery had recently started production and where both father and son were soon working. He married a girl from what was then still a self-contained village, Sarah Ann Ripley, in 1885, and was always keen to credit “our Sally” for her unstinting support as he grappled with the physical and emotional burdens borne by a trade union leader.
By the time of his death, on 16 June 1938, Herbert and Sarah were living in Barnsley, the location of the MFGB’s headquarters, but he had long insisted his final resting place should be back in Castleford where his rise to prominence had begun. Crowds thronged Healdfield Road and a brass band played as his cortege approached the cemetery. He would, no doubt, have been pleased to know that successive generations of the town’s miners would share his obduracy and loyalty to their union, right to the bitter end of that second great strike of 1984–85.
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