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Abstract

The thesis examines the case of Barrow-in-Furness through the period of the First
World War. As a town dominated by one of the UK’s most important armaments firms,
Vickers, Barrow experienced the full force of industrial mobilisation and government
intervention. In analysing the responses to these events, the thesis provides insights into
their impact on a town and population dependent on industries stimulated by war.

Barrow had special problems arising from its geographical isolation and large
munitions population. Vickers, the work force and the town at large were used to negotiating
their own difficulties, but these were severely tested by the impact of war. Industrial relations
in a heavily unionised but strategically important town were complicated by the different
positions of Vickers, unions, shop stewards, rival government agencies, and the role of
women, yet ultimately all parties found ways of working together. The knock-on effects of
the war on industry were extensive and far reaching. The life of the town was intimately
bound up with the war industry and the changes in war requirements ultimately affected its
population through housing, health and welfare and the need for utilities and transport.
Addressing these difficulties posed some of the greatest problems. Political implications of
wartime in a working-class town led to a split in the Labour Party and ultimately the return of
aToryin 1919.

While historians have considered how the nation met the demands of the war, a focus
on the regionality of the home front highlights more precisely the impact on specific places
and how the war effort was sustained in practice. The experience of the town of Barrow
throughout the period of the First World War is therefore invaluable for demonstrating the
complexity and inter-relatedness of how the war affected people, industry and infrastructure

on the home front.
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INTRODUCTION

The First World War opened up a Home Front that stretched into all parts of British
life and touched almost every citizen regardless of age, gender and class. The impact of the
First World War on the Home Front has been much debated and widely interpreted but there
is a lack of studies of the home front amongst the literature. This study looks at one particular
place, the industrial town of Barrow-in-Furness and its people. From its geographical position,
its peculiar situation and abnormal growth of population resulting from war work, Barrow
provides a particularly valuable case study. With relatively few comprehensive studies of how
national policies and organisations operated locally, this thesis can inform debate in what it
can tell us about how broader matters concerning State control of industry played out in
practice and the effects it had. The work is therefore particularly valuable in countering an
overemphasis on national perspectives and important in what it can tell us about how broader
matters played out in practice.

The following review of the literature on the home front, sets out the key themes,
issues and debates considered by historians and will also serve as wider context to the specific
study of Barrow. Works of originality and importance have been produced on a diversity of
specific topics, social, political and cultural, in an attempt to understand the First World War
as it affected Britain’s civilians. Though this body of endeavour has vastly been outweighed
by military histories, it has a long lineage. Post Second World War the literature was
revitalized through the injection of fresh ideas and changing interpretations occasionally
overturning familiar debates. There has been a tendency towards revisiting long-established
debates, especially about the consequences of wartime developments in technology and
change in industrial work practices and the wartime housing crisis and drink legislation.
Furthermore examination has been made of the various aspects of increased and sustained
munitions production essential for the war effort. Predominantly the literature mainly
considers issues at a general level on a national scale while much less exists at a local level.

The following sections take the key themes in the historiography in turn to review the
main lines of debate. Each section concludes with a brief indication of the line of argument

to be taken in this thesis.



State Control and the Ministry of Munitions

First it should be said that the Government was given the task of cajoling into
acquiescence a population which had become accustomed to Free Trade, private enterprise
and minimal government interference. It was only when the pressures of war were brought
to bear that the Government gradually abandoned its laissez faire principles in favour of direct
control. The goal was to fight a war whilst simultaneously preserving the living standards of
civilians so as to uphold morale on the home front and in the factories needed to supply the
military front. Bourne suggests that the nature of this interference was characteristic
involving a series of ad hoc responses to specific problems. These were made of necessity
and not through choice, there was no overall plan and no philosophy of action.!

The main area of focus is on the production of munitions and the upheavals created
by a massive expansion of demand. The first objective of the war was to complete naval ships
and submarines while providing naval ordnance for the Fleet. For the Army the supply of
arms and ammunition was critical to the war effort and it was failure in this area, particular
the shell shortages of 1915 which played a major part in the fall of the Asquith government.
From the outset the need was seen to scale up production, enhance efficiency and reduce
costs, which related to issues around the direct state control of industry, and of labour
relations. On the formation of the coalition government, Lloyd George moved from the
Exchequer to the newly formed Ministry of Munitions. Adams provides an account of Lloyd
George and the history of the Ministry of Munitions and its administrative politics.> The study
complements Dewar’s early work explaining the transfer of responsibilities from the War
Office to the Ministry.3

The Ministry’s intention was to liberate the munitions industries from military
direction and restrictions of established official routine, handing over the task of guiding and
coordinating these developments to prominent businessmen familiar with industrial
problems.* Hinton notes the larger firms loaned over ninety directors and managers to the
Ministry for the duration of the war, many remaining on their own payrolls.> The influence

of these large employers he says was directed against unions by employing the state to

1Bourne, J. M., Britain and The Great War 1914-1918 (London, Edward Arnold, 1989)

2 Adams, R. J. Q., Arms and the Wizard: Lloyd George and the Ministry of Munitions, 1915-1916, (Texas, 1978)

3 Official History of the Ministry of Munitions 12 Volumes (1918-22); Dewar, G. A. B., The Great Munitions Feat 1914-1918,
(London, 1921)

4 Beveridge, W., Power and Influence, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953)

5> Hinton, J., The First Shop Stewards’, (London, George Allen and Unwin, 1973)
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strengthen employer’s positions. Davidson disputes this arguing the Ministry was formed to
facilitate labour due to the bottleneck in the supply of munitions workers and failure to obtain
maximum output from existing labour, thus measures lacked repressive intent.® Rubin
contends while both interpretations possess a degree of merit, neither succeed in fully
justifying the complexity of wartime labour control.” Rubin further argues that effort was
directed towards achieving a controlled and disciplined workforce and a regulated network
of employers to achieve increased output. Regarding Vickers, Todd argues their management
took full advantage of the Munitions Act to force the re-adjustment of the workforce to new
methods. Technology, Todd says, generated long-lasting trade union and employer
confrontation, and throughout the war animosity continued to characterise industrial
relations.?

The image of the Ministry as a smooth functioning organisation is misleading
Simmonds argues, as it lacked central coordination.® Morley elaborates, noting ‘there was no
time to present the theoretical case for direct State action, controlled economy was not seen
and planned as a whole, but grew piecemeal as required agreeing with Bourne.”'° Pope
believes the introduction of progressive controls accounted for their acceptance.!* The first
part of Morley’s statement Marwick argues needs amending saying ‘as war progressed more
publicists put forward a theoretical case for direct state action and by 1916 there was an
informed public opinion, of which a majority were in favour of such action’.}> Meanwhile
DeGroot maintains Lloyd George’s approach was neither systematic nor coordinated, reacting
to perceived emergencies with appropriate alacrity, thus complicating labour relations and
manpower issues.'3

To boost productivity and recruitment Lloyd George imposed a number of controls
which, falling short of industrial conscription, severely restricted munitions workers’ rights.
Throughout the war the crucial issue facing the Ministry was labour supply, it was not
integration with business but continuity with existing institutions of labour control that was

important. Wolfe points out the Labour Exchange was the basis without which wartime

6 Davison, R., The Myth of the Servile State, Labour History Society Bulletin, No. 29 (Autumn 1974)

7 Rubin, G. R., War Law and Labour, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1987)

8Todd, N., A History of Labour in Lancaster and Barrow-in-Furness, 1890-1920, unpublished PhD, Lancaster University, 1976
9 Simmonds, Britain and World War One,(Abingdon, Routledge, 2012)

10 Morgan, E. V., Studies in Financial Policy, 1914-25, (London, Macmillan, 1952)

11 pope, R., War and Society in Britain, 1899-1948, (Harlow, Longman, 1991)

12 Marwick, A., The Deluge, British Society and the First World War, (London, Macmillan, 1965)

13 DeGroot, G. J., British Society in the Era of the Great War, (London, Longman, 1996)
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controls would have been impossible.'* Initially production was channelled through the
existing armaments industry, dominated by Vickers and Armstrong Whitworth on one side
and government arsenals, dockyards and naval bases on the other. Scott says that huge shell
contracts created a chaotic situation which Vickers accepted on the assumption essential
labour would be secured.® Complaints by some manufacturers over supervision, inspection
and restrictive union practices, Simmonds argues led to the introduction of National Factories
where the whole process, including labour could be brought under one management.1®
However National Factories were required for the massive expansion of war material.

Analysing the Ministry’s wartime record Wrigley concludes it was an innovatory
department, receptive to new ideas and a vital force in securing the nation’s logistics supplies,
of which Adams agrees.’” Dewar contends the munitions feat was a lesson to peacetime
industry by example of changed production methods using economised labour and
resources.'® What is clear, DeGroot maintains, is Lloyd George changed established labour
practices to maximise output, driving industry to exhaustion causing the need for careful
handling for the rest of the war.® Van Emden adds with the relaxing of Home Office rules
governing factory work, long hours, shift-work and shorter mealtimes became the norm.%°
However, the retreat of government at the end of the war reverted much of industry to its
pre-war condition, an issue central to the debate about the permanency of war induced
change.

One of the central factors in this study is the nature of Barrow’s industrial and
geographical position that made the relationships between the local and central powers
particularly important. The main parties, Vickers and Unions, the Admiralty, Ministry of
Munitions and other government bodies largely concluded that it was better if there was self-
regulation. Despite the role of the State, which often caused more problems than it solved,

it will be argued that the town mostly sorted out its own difficulties.

14 Wolfe, H., Labour Supply and Regulation, (Oxford, Oxford University Press,1923)

15 Scott, J. D., Vickers a History, (London, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1962)

16 Simmonds, Britain and World War One

17 Wrigley, C. J., The Ministry-of-Munitions an innovatory department, in Burke, K., (ed.), War and the State: The
Transformation of British Government, 1914-1919, (London, 1978); Adams, Arms and the Wizard

18 Dewar, The Great Munitions Feat

19 DeGroot, Blighty, (New York, 1996)

20 \Van Emden, R., Humphries, S., All Quiet on the Home Front: An Oral History of Life in Britain During the First Word War,
(London, Headline, 2004)



Labour Relations, Unions and Organisation of Labour

With regard to organised labour, the co-operation and identification of the trade
union leadership with both employers and the State, together with their acting within narrow
constitutional limits severely restricted the scope of industrial conflict. As a result, Hinton
argues the official leadership failed to defend the interests of its rank and file in the face of
tightening controls, becoming increasingly unrepresentative.?! The rift was heightened by
government policy seeking to strengthen the leadership by refusing to negotiate with
unofficial local bodies. This ignored traditions of local collective bargaining and existing
workshop organisation which had developed in some industries from the late nineteenth
century. Hinton further argues national (and some local) leadership sought to use collective
bargaining to increase their own power and authority, becoming peace agents and
negotiators rather than organisers and leaders.?? Additionally, Cronin identifies a tendency
for trade union leadership to become a caste in its own right with vested interests,
increasingly distrusted and unable to control mounting unrest, stimulating the growth of an
independent rank and file movement as the true representatives of labour interests under
leadership of the shop stewards.?3

Indeed Hyman describes the shop stewards as standing in the front line of resistance
to industrial compulsion as a result of the wartime extension of national collective bargaining
and rank and file independence driving the struggle for job control down to the workplace.?*
However rank and file militancy assumed different characteristics according to local
conditions and at Barrow, Hinton argues an independent workers' committee failed to
emerge during the war, and as a consequence the revolutionary left lacked real leadership
remaining relatively isolated and powerless. This pattern however does not emerge in Todd's
study of the development of Barrow's labour movement, who asserts they became a power
of some significance during the war years.?

Interpretations of the extent and nature of change to class structure and social

perceptions are diverse. McKibbin asserts middle-class perceptions of the working-classes

21 Hinton, The First Shop Stewards

22 |bid.

23 Cronin, Labour and Society in Britain 1918-79, (London, Harper Collins, 1984)

24 Hyman, R., Rank and File Movements and Workplace Organisation 1914-1939 in Wrigley, C. J., (ed.), A History of British
Industrial Relations 1914-1939 (Aldershot, Gregg Revivals 1993)

25 Todd, A History of labour



were shaped by powerful and often hostile stereotypes.?® Winter argues middle-class
assumptions about the poor particularly that their condition was the product of weakness of
character, was undermined by the visible effects of higher wartime earnings. McKibbin
maintains the severity of the middle-class wartime experience simultaneously increased their
hostility towards the more affluent working-classes.?’” This, together with Cannadine's
assertion that the war undermined the hierarchic view of society and working-class respect
seems to suggest considerable social antagonism was stimulated.?®

With regard to longer term social change, Kirk argues whilst enduring divisions were
created by wage differentials, there was a parallel tendency towards greater uniformity as a
result of the commercialisation of life and leisure patterns, strong attachments to family and
neighbourhood networks, together with technological change in the workplace.?® Whilst
McKibbin argues technical developments reduced the proportion of skilled workers to the
semi-skilled, Waites contends change resulted in the emergence of new skills rather than a
reduction in the number of skilled workers.3® A body of opinion however argues against
greater working-class homogenisation Reid claims the narrowing of pay differentials between
skilled and unskilled, and the tendency towards social homogenisation have been
exaggerated, a view supported by Cronin, who argues distinctions were blurred rather than
reduced.3! Griffiths goes further, and argues internal working-class hierarchies were
becoming increasingly important and the strength of influences outside the workplace was
undiminished.3?

When we come to consider labour relations in Barrow, for the most part, they were
maintained through self-regulation. The town was a strong union place where all men were
well organized, the shop stewards' movement however failed to evolve into a permanent and
effective organisation as on the Clyde and at Sheffield. According to this interpretation,

Barrow's revolutionaries remained isolated and the Shop Stewards Movement never

26 McKibbin, R., The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain1880-1950, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990)

27 McKibbin, R., Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1 951, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000 edition)

28 Cannadine, D., Class in Britain, (London, Penguin Books, 2000)

29 Kirk, N., Labour and Society in Britain

30 McKibbin, Classes and Cultures; Waites, B., The Effect of the First World War on Class and Status in England, 1910-20',
Journal of Contemporary History, 11 (1976)

31 Reid, World War One

32 Cronin, Labour and Society; Griffiths, T., The Lancashire Working Classes c. 1880-1930, (Oxford, Oxford University Press,
2001)



achieved a position of mass leadership. However, a considerably more complex situation

existed suggesting their power and influence should not be underestimated.

Politics

The majority of historians have viewed politics from a national standpoint rather than
at a local level. With its well organised labour movement militant trade union tradition and
predominantly working-class population Barrow provides a valuable case for the analysis of
political change. Todd's study is therefore of considerable importance regarding the rise of
the Barrow labour movement and its development.®® In pre-war Britain the Labour Party
along with the trades’ union movement truncated the growth of political socialism, and so
tied Labour to the material interests of the working-class, more than to a radical and
reforming ideology. In 1914, Labour was split between pro-war and anti-war supporters, but
according to Pugh the former far outnumbered the latter.3* In fact, the National Executive
Committee voted in support of the war, although the Independent Labour Party (ILP),
remained opposed.

Political matters are stressed in their relation to social trends with particular emphasis
on the Labour movement. Questions of political identity and allegiance, and the Left’s rise
have been subjected to various interpretations. Whilst some historians describe the rise of
the Labour Party as the inevitable consequences of social and economic changes, others hold
the war to be a significant influential factor.3> Wartime says Pugh generated material
grievances, and such issues reinforced the conviction of the movement to concentrate on its
influence to defend working-class conditions.3® Kirk describes the labour movement and its
institutions as consolidated by the War.3” The War accelerated, if it did not cause the political
advance of the Labour Movement. It is argued by McKibbin and Wrigley that trade union
membership increased and expansion of the engineering industries at ‘established places’

strengthened the unions making negotiations with them imperative.3® Some historians

33 Todd, A History of Labour

34 pugh, M., Speak for Britain, A New History of the Labour Party, (London, Vintage, 2011)

35 Butler, D., Stokes, D., Political Change in Britain: Forces Shaping Electoral Choice, (London, Macmillan, 1969); Dangerfield,
G., The Strange Death of Liberal England 1914-1918, (New York, Perigee Trade, 1961); Pelling, H., The Origins of the Labour
Party1880-1900, (Oxford, Oxford University Press)

36 pugh, M., Speak for Britain, A New History of the Labour Party, (London, Vintage, 1911)

37 Kirk, N., Labour and Society in Britain and the USA Vol. 2 — Challenge and Accommodation, 1850-1939, (Aldershot, Scholar
Press, 1994),

38 McKibbin, R., The Evolution of The Labour Party 1910-1924 (Oxford, 1974); Wrigley, C. J., David Lloyd George and the British
Labour Movement, (Brighton, 1976)



describe the rise of the Labour Party as the inevitable consequence of social and economic
changes, others hold the war to be a significant influential factor.3®

Wilson argues the inadequacies of the traditional governing classes and realization of
the possible contribution of working-class leaders encouraged Labour activists to approach
the post-war period with optimism and enthusiasm.*® While much of Labour’s advance can
be ascribed to an increase in candidates and a changed-electorate, Pope says the 1918
Conservative-dominated coalition victory was largely due to their intent to restore the pre-
war economic and social order and divisions in the left.*! There is consensus that Labour was
helped by Liberal Party disorganisation following the establishment of Lloyd George’s
government. Although there is little evidence that war service changed attitudes towards
women’s political rights, their votes in some areas proved crucial to the post-war election.
Labour’s gains in local elections further underlined their increased strength. Although the
work of local authorities during the First World War are largely overlooked they would play
an important part in support of industry and the population.

Politics in Barrow were based on local interests and the outcomes were not always as
would be expected, particularly at the end of the war when a political fall-out between the
far left pacifists and those supporting the government in full prosecution of the war was seen.
With regard to local government, although the town was initially ruled by an industrial elite
with a greater interest in new industrial projects than welfare, representatives of middle-class
professional, trading and business interests filtered onto the town council. Nevertheless, at
the outbreak of the First World War, the prevailing attitudes remained those of the
nineteenth century, although the labour movement, strong and well-organised, was steadily
increasing its municipal representation. Although the spilt in the Barrow Labour Party caused
an improbable outcome at the 1918 General Election, it will be contended that municipal

politics provided the main arena for the political struggles of this period.

39 Butler, D., Stokes, D., Political Change in Britain: Forces Shaping Electoral Choice (London, Macmillan, 1969); Dangerfield,
The Strange Death of Liberal England; Pelling, H., The Origins of the Labour Party 1880-1900 (Oxford, Oxford University Press,
1965)

40 Wilson, T., The Downfall of the Liberal Party, 1914-1935, (London, 1968)

41 pope, War and Society



Women and girls

There is a thriving literature on women'’s history and the issue of the change or lack of
change in gender roles. A great deal of attention has focussed on the role of women, with
most writers on women’s experience sceptical as to the extent of change seeing the war as
leading to further debate rather than any real progress. Concerning the early part of the war
the women’s socialist reformers Elizabeth Hutchins and Clementina Black addressed the
guestion of how far women’s employment was of value to themselves, their families,

42 More recently social and political historians saw the war as liberating

economy and society.
for women because of their novel roles, their partial right to vote and greater assertiveness,
all of which it was contended had lasting impact. Marwick takes the improver’s view seeing
the war as a positive force Mitchell following on Marwick puts forward a similar view while
Abrams says women became independent and self-reliant because they were required, or
allowed to be.** While some writers suggest management in the home had always been a
female prerogative others stress the liberating effect of such responsibilities.** Elizabeth
Roberts adds that many women worked because of financial needs, but the majority still saw
their place in the home.*

Revisionists argue the war changed nothing for women, to which Marwick notes male
prejudices needed to change before women’s rights and social status were recognized and
improved.*® Those taking this position argued the war was a victory for patriarchy, which
resisted the challenge of women performing a multitude of different roles and tasks by
hardening the distinction between men and women’s work.4” Braybon examines men’s
attitudes towards women war workers, presenting an overall picture of the shifts in women’s
employment.*® She considers that women's role in the labour force could not be separated

from their primary role as wives and mothers, underscoring the power of patriarchy.

Elsewhere she emphasizes the positive liberating aspects of the war for women.*?
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Underlying this debate are common assumptions that the war was a powerful force
bearing on women’s roles and women’s attitudes. Thom focusing on women workers in
London argues the extent to which women's employment and experiences were affected by
their wartime jobs was limited.>® What changed about women's work during the war, she
suggests, is how government organized and represented it. Thom identifies women workers
in relation to men and their wartime employment as ‘for the duration’. Women were
‘meantime’ workers Macarthur concludes pre-war they worked between school and
marriage; in war they were workers for the duration.”® It was thus representations of
women's work rather than diversity of jobs that informed public policy and debate.

The majority of studies addressing women’s work do not formally distinguish
munitions workers from other female workers. Woollacott moves beyond previous debates,
to look at what was of significance to women as munitions workers’ viewing their lives from

‘their perspective’.”?

Differing opinions exist regarding women’s wartime gains, depending
on whether a historian is optimistic or pessimistic. There is some consensus that gaining the
vote was a success, not a failure, Pugh has doubts, describing the process as calculated to
exclude enough women to ensure they were a minority.>®> Robb believes there was a deeper
meaning to the war for many women; some being politicized through union membership,
anger at demobilization and interaction with middle-class factory officials.>* Simmonds
succinctly states ‘in the immediate post-war period the emancipation culture was the
prerogative of a fortunate few’.>

Woollacott argues the war acted as a catalyst for change, providing awareness that
would bring women’s economic and social status closer to men’s. Braybon disagrees saying
the extent of women's war work was exaggerated, as at the end of hostilities they returned
home or went back to traditional pre-war jobs. She emphasises as the munitions industries
were closed down women were conspired against limiting any economic war gains.”® Robbins

suggests that there was an expectation amongst women that their war work was a temporary

measure, and this probably suited many women who wanted to return to normal’ as soon as
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possible.>” Alternatively, Downs contends, ‘numbers’ of women emerged from munitions
industries ideally suited to mass production.”® Thom and Braybon both agree that Edwardian
social reform debates fashioned policies towards women workers, adding that categorizing
women’s wartime labour determined their future. Wightman consolidates this saying while
new industries allowed standardisation, trades producing ships and heavy guns prevented
repetitive production using semi-skilled machinists.>®

An important aspect of working-class Barrow was the limited amount of waged
employment open to women, and as a result, the proportion of women in the town's
workforce was small and below the national average. The dearth of work for married women
further reduced the earning capacity of many working-class families. The First World War
however brought unprecedented opportunities for women, chiefly in the production of shells.
With the arrival of thousands of predominantly single females in Barrow came the problems
of management, wages, accommodation, health and welfare, and unwittingly in an attempt
to introduce extended dilution, unrest. It will be argued that union strength was a key factor
in the question of dilution, determining how far its expansion was allowed into other areas of
engineering and the shipyard. Consequently upon the demobilisation of women, and with
heavy industries remaining the chief employers, there was little change to Barrow’s
occupational structure and therefore women once again represented a small minority of the

workforce.

Health and Welfare

In response to matters affecting personal health and efficiency in the factory the
Health of Munitions Workers Committee (HMWC) was established.®® Government’s
approach however was mainly bounded by women’s physical limitations, the double burden
of industry and family life, and as producers of the next generation. Harrison argued that the
primary objective of state intervention was to ensure social control and reproductive health;

consequently married women were targeted, despite the predominance of young unmarried
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women in the workforce.t!

Similarly, Malone characterized the legislative restriction of
women's work, prompted by the press and enacted through the dangerous trade’s legislation,
as a policy of foetal protection which sought first and foremost to preserve women's
reproductive health.®? Harrison and Malone's research supports a larger historiography
which argues women's health became an issue of State concern tangentially through the
development of maternal and child welfare policies.®3

At a time when the economic labour of young wage earners, particularly young
women took on new significance the need for supervision was essential. Marwick points to
juveniles in munitions factories earning from £1 to £2 per week.®* For factory work
undertaken by girl workers there were fears it could exert ‘a damaging influence on health,
mind and morals’.%> Hendrick's analysis of the male youth problem suggests the concerns he
identified associated with young working-class men largely applied to young working-class
women.®® While most studies explore the effects of war work on women there was concern
about the impact of industrial work on the health of boy labourers. A boys’ journal warned
amidst war production demands, ‘the boy was in danger of being overlooked as a future
workman, citizen and father’ and expressed concerns about boys’ low morale and juvenile
crime.®’

The HMWC made far reaching recommendations on welfare supervision, its findings
being encapsulated in two reports and a series of memoranda.®® Records of the Factory
Inspectorate, meanwhile, provide snapshots of isolated examples of welfare work and
indicate how lady factory inspectors urged the amelioration of workplace conditions to

promote health amongst working women. Independent-minded women however were
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frequently resentful of welfare supervision, seen as a paternalist attempt to maintain their
efficiency as units of labour in the sum of production. Welfare, observed Woollacott was an
area of professional employment for middle-class women, although ‘what it did for the
women was another matter’.%°

Important as the morale and efficiency of the labour force was, there was the long
term problem of loss of life due to the war consequently the preservation of the rising
generation became important. According to Marwick this had nothing to do with the desire
to make good the loss of life but was a consequence of the heavy demand for labour.”® To
Braybon the war was a time of great potential, offering an opportunity to make industrial
work enhance health generally.”* Winter demonstrates an important effect of the war was
the elimination of the worst aspects of urban poverty.”?> Paradoxically, despite a nationwide
improvement in health and life expectancy Winter argues movement of rural dwellers to
urban areas, long hours in industry and deteriorating housing conditions increased respiratory
diseases, particularly amongst women.”® Harris adds, although female health generally
improved, death rates for women, mainly of working age, rose during the war.”* Bryder
challenges many of Winter’s assumptions.”> Additional to a general rise in living standards,
she stresses the importance of improvements in the quality of food in raising standards of
nutrition, arguing Winter's assertion that nutrition had little influence on the incidence of TB
should be regarded with suspicion.

Early in the war it became clear there was a need to constrain and regulate drinking
habits. The first step taken under the Defence of the Realm Act was to prohibit the carrying
of alcohol in dockyards and restrict opening hours in naval and military areas, Marwick notes
this regulation was purely military in purpose and soon superseded.’® In civil areas, the
Intoxicating Liquor (Temporary Restriction) Order was passed to maintain good order and
suppress drunkenness allowing local powers to limit opening hours. Following investigations

into bad time-keeping in the shipbuilding, munitions and transport areas further prohibitive
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steps were taken through increasing prices, decreasing potency, reducing output and
introducing taxation and restrictions on spirit sales.

During the war and its immediate aftermath, three works were produced about the
Central Control (Liquor) Board (CCB) and the drink problem.”” The Reverend Carter, a
teetotaller, yet not a total prohibitionist, argued the CCB was essential because drink impaired
industrial efficiency leading to loss of life abroad. Carter’s appraisal of the CCB’s performance
calls into question his assessment, especially as members of the board co-wrote and edited
his work. Nonetheless his account offers valuable factual information. Less tainted by
association or participation in government agencies is Carver’s work which provides a
comparative piece on the subject. Carver concurred with Carter and D’Aberon the CCB
Chairman that optimisation of national efficiency and prevention of waste were prime
motives behind drink legislation. The social reformer Arthur Shadwell, like D’Aberon believed
drink regulations were responsible for a reduction in consumption, since elements of the
community particularly the working-class were incapable of exerting self-control. These
contemporary accounts however were produced for a distinct political agenda relying on the
restricted resources available.

The CCB has been subjected to modern historical research. Rose argued the Board
provides a demonstration of how control of an important and sensitive area of social life in
wartime was carried out in a positive and purposeful fashion.”® While providing a valuable
account on this aspect of the Board’s success, the article is limited in scope. Gutze carried
out an ambitious review of the progressive nature of pub reformers, underlining the reforms
taken in Carlisle.”® He argues that a transatlantic progressive movement emerged heavily
influencing the course of alcohol reform in Britain. Jennings and Nichols also discuss the
Board’s work in historical reviews of the drink question.2? Duncan in his monograph describes
the controversies surrounding the CCB’s establishment, its successes and failures and how,

once hostilities ceased, it was seen as an illiberal body whose reason for being had passed. In
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his broad study, notably on political aspects of the drink question, Greenaway argued the
moral framing of Victorian temperance mutated into a dialogue on industrial efficiency once
the war broke out.8! Duncan adds to this observation while demonstrating ‘efficiency’ and
morality were never totally separate concepts. Duncan’s central thesis is that by promoting
temperance the CCB was engaged in an unwarranted attack on working-class culture. This
underplays the social diversity of the temperance movement and the strong socialist wing of
temperance agitation and the repeated claims by middle-class brewers that in protecting
their trade they were defending the working man in the face of reformist zeal.®? There was a
beneficial result as convictions for drunkenness fell and the fact the reduction was apparent
amongst women as well as men suggests decline was not only a consequence of the absence
of men on military service. Elizabeth Roberts notes the decrease in working-class drinking
made it more socially acceptable for respectable women to drink with their husbands.®3
Roberts points to the cinema as an alternative to the pubs and music halls with their
disreputable reputations of which women took advantage.3

Disruption not only took the form of the curtailment of employment and social
liberties but the interruption of normal infrastructure development, including housing.
Marwick makes the broad statement that bad and inadequate housing was a serious cancer
and became worse in the First World War.8> Yet this was not always the case. While
acknowledging there were inadequate levels of accommodation, model towns like Barrow for
example had high housing standards. Before the war there was a shortage of housing and
the enormous influx of workers into munitions areas imposed further strain creating billeting
shortages, overcrowding and increased rents. As the building of workers’ housing became
totally uneconomical the need to house munitions workers forced the Ministry of Munitions
into limited house-building and the provision of hostels; alternatively government subsidies
were made available to local authorities or private firms.

The war brought a slackening in the activities of Local Government Board (LGB)

Inspectors, rent controls and a response in the form of rent strikes and unrest, while building

81 Greenway, J., Drink and British Politics since 1830: A History of the Drink Question in England, (Manchester, Manchester
University Press, 2009)

82 Duncan, R., Pubs and Patriots: The Drink Crisis in Britain during World War One, (Liverpool, Liverpool University Press,
2013)

83 Roberts, E. A. M., A Woman'’s Place: An Oral History of Working Class Women 1890-1940, (Oxford, Blackwell, 1984)

84 |bid.

85 Marwick, The Deluge

15



costs and interest rates increased. The disturbances on Clydeside as described by Hinton are
the best known outcome of a domestic crisis exacerbated by the war.2® Swenarton however
says that smaller places experienced greater pressures.®” Englander also argues the
introduction of rent control represented the conjunction and culmination of several pre-war
struggles and the growth of tenant militancy presented an added dimension to labour
unrest.8 In the face of evidence that industrial unrest in some areas was linked to housing
shortage, the government offered to build temporary and later permanent housing.?® The
State however only intervened when inadequacy of housing had a direct relation to unrest
and consequently war production. Swenarton says during the war housing policy
announcements were used by the government as a pawn in its complex relationship with
labour.?® In the wake of the Armistice, the ‘homes fit for heroes’ campaign was adopted as
the major weapon of the state on which it was believed, the future of social order depended.®*
In both cases government action was determined less by housing per se, than by the uses to
which housing could be put for wider political and ideological ends.

In Barrow formal health and welfare provision may only have reached a limited
number. Much attention has been paid to women workers in the production of shells
regarding health and welfare but little given to the men in the foundries, workshops and
shipyards where conditions were far worse. While women’s employment remained constant
in the munitions shops, men’s was variable. This was largely caused by a shortage of
manpower, longer working periods and the loss of young fit men to the military only to be
replaced by older, unfit and less efficient men. Conditions of housing and accommodation
affected almost everyone. Increasing discontent caused the Government to set up a
Commission of Enquiry which identified poor housing as the major cause of unrest. As a
result, the Ministry of Munitions embarked on a housing programme to relieve pressure on
housing stock and defuse the industrial and social crisis, but this may be regarded less as a

welfare measure than a compelling necessity. The wider decline of working and living
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conditions caused by the increase in the production of munitions it will be argued, was not

given enough attention by the responsible government departments until unrest threatened.

Social Impact

The social impact of the war has received considerable attention and been subjected
to much debate, the diversity of society making generalisations difficult to sustain. Whilst
some assert the war changed everything it touched, its greatest impact being on the working-
classes and their relationship to the rest of society, others maintain the war bolstered rather
than undermined pre-war social reforms.®?> Marwick, saw war as a stimulus for social change,
asserting it served to activate processes to transform some aspects of society, although not
necessarily for the long-term and not always beneficially.®®> Accordingly, the disruptive and
destructive impact of war can stimulate rebuilding and generate new patterns of behaviour
and attitudes whilst testing a nation's institutions needing to adapt to war needs. Further
Marwick argues the greater the population participating in the war effort, the greater impetus
for social reform and gains for under-privileged groups.

Reid supports Marwick’s view, arguing legislative and political change resulted from
the need for stable industrial relations, which strengthened organised labour and generated
higher incomes, better living standards and improved health. Additionally, working-class
institutions were reinforced by the increased strength and bargaining power of the trade
unions and greater government intervention and consultation with the representative bodies
of the working-class. However, he maintains the war generated less change than previously
thought, much of its impact being temporary. He argues an assessment of the advances made
must take account of 'the relationship between what was offered by wartime governments
and what was given by way of social reform in the changed context of the post-war period’,
concluding if emphasis is placed on working-class bargaining power, it becomes clear how
wartime advances could be reversed in a changed economic climate.®® In a different vein,
Hinton analyses the impact of the war in terms of class struggle, the government and

employers combining to strengthen their hand against the working-class and labour
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movement.®®> According to Hinton’s interpretation, social reform (which began before the
war) was a means of increased state control, wartime legislation being an extension of
repressive state activity and part of a full-scale offensive on working-class culture and
autonomy.

The study will examine the impact of the war on Barrow-in-Furness. Despite industrial
and political upheaval it will be seen that Barrow society closed ranks and acted in unison
against both the problems posed by the war, and the interventions of higher, centralised
authority. Analysing the changing social and economic context of the period, will therefore
interpret the impact of war in terms of the pressures placed on industry, the local authority
and the wider population, giving attention to methods of working-class self-sufficiency. It will
also provide the context in which ideology and social attitudes evolved, enabling analysis of
their implications for political alignments and the composition of the local authorities.

The central themes of the literature review are based on what it was like to live in
Britain whilst total war was being waged through examining the sequence and causation of
social changes that took place, indicating their importance in the evolution of British society.
The main focus concerns the impact of the war on Britain as a whole and whether its effects
were shorter or longer term, matters on which there is little consensus. There is little work
on how the various themes interacted, how they came together to sustain the needs of
society and of how the home front actually operated. In fact the issues of transport, materials
and utilities which the shipbuilding, munitions, armaments and iron and steel industries relied
are generally ignored. The literature is complex, with most aspects debated to a greater or
lesser degree but there is a danger that the interpretations allow of no general conclusion,
and the situation nationally is such that it allows of few general statements, so a closer look
at a local level could in fact well yield more concrete conclusions.

National level debates take little account of local circumstances, and a deeper analysis
through regional case-studies puts existing interpretations to the test and provides a deeper
and more convincing understanding of the war's impact. The literature paints an extensive
picture of the Ministry of Munitions and the effects of war production and manpower which
are useful in setting the framework for investigation into local conditions. Diverse and often

complex relationships of key issues and contradictory opinions, particularly industrial
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relations, social class and attitudes, income levels, living conditions and social reform draw on
inter-relationships which inevitably create considerable regional variation. The complexity of
these issues therefore demonstrates the importance of analysing the inter-play of these
factors to provide an understanding of changing values, attitudes, and relationships within a
given community such as Barrow-in-Furness.

The town of Barrow, an important munitions centre, dominated by a single industry,
experienced naval rearmament, the full force of industrial mobilisation, government
intervention and reconstruction through the years 1910-19. Analysis of the responses to
these processes will give insights into their impact on a town dependent on industries
stimulated by war. Barrow’s situation was particular and isolated at the north-west corner
of the Lancashire coast. Between the town and the Irish Sea lies Walney Island a treeless
barrier reef, inhabited by Vickerstown in the centre and connected to the mainland via a
bridge. The town itself is centred on Vickers shipyard and engineering works but it owed its
origins to the exploitation of the Furness peninsulas high quality haematite iron ore deposits
in the second half of the nineteenth century. This development was assisted by the railways
connecting the Furness district with Carnforth and Whitehaven. However, the transition of
the local economy from the export of primary raw materials to large-scale steel manufacture
transformed Barrow from a small town in 1849 to a large industrial town by 1881. The town
gained the Parliamentary franchise in 1885 and County Borough status in 1889, but whilst the
predominantly broad ethnic working-class population continued to expand, its level was
unstable and fluctuating. Despite the construction of new docks in anticipation of continued
growth, there was no immediate influx of shipping and few new industries were attracted to
the town due to the inability to compete with Liverpool, the region's lack of natural resources
and its geographic isolation. By the late nineteenth century the outlook seemed bleak, and
although the expansion of the local shipbuilding and armaments industry halted this decline
superseding the iron and steel industry as the main employer, the town remained dependent
on unstable industries. Barrow was vulnerable to fluctuations in the trade cycle and therefore
the town passed through periods when streets of houses were boarded up and soup kitchens

establishment to those of most prosperous times.
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Figure 1 - Local Area Map

By August, 1914, the town contained some 70,000 inhabitants where at the Vickers
works for three years previous a steady average of 18,000 workers were employed on building
Foreign and British warships and submarines. The next largest employer was the Barrow
Hematite and Steel Works where some 1500 men were employed, followed by the Paper and
Pulping Works. It is therefore incontestable that the numbers employed, the wages paid and
the house rates paid and the houses built by Vickers were so greatly in excess of similar
engagements by other firms or by the Corporation itself as to make the firm even under
peacetime conditions, a dominant influence in the conditions at Barrow.

How has Barrow been treated by historians? There is some work on the town during
the war which offers useful material. Three major works appertain to Vickers. Richardson
provides an earlier insight into the Barrow firm, its range of products, processes, company
housing and factory layout.®® Trebilcock writes on the formative years of Vickers included the
take over the Naval Construction and Armament Company at Barrow in 1888, although
providing useful background information it concludes in 1914.°7 Importantly he says the
dependency of the armaments industry on widely fluctuating market conditions, together
with the government's non-interventionist policy which abandoned arms suppliers to their

problems of over-capacity and trade slump is particularly relevant, as are the management
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strategies within the Vickers group. Further he described Vickers as run by a talented Board
of Directors with mutually enforcing spheres of expertise not fitting any contemporary
entrepreneurial model’.%® Scott supports this view in his general history and asserts Vickers,
aided by the versatile entrepreneurial skills of its experts, was able to meet the periodic crises
of the industry with advanced technological solutions and more significantly, were able to
anticipate the economic downturn and over-capacity following the Armistice.”®
Consequently, Vickers looked towards expansion into post-war markets unconnected with
wartime products and entered the post-war period with confidence.

The most detailed work is Marshall’s work on Furness essential for understanding
Barrow’s pre-war industries and development.’® Transport was vital in the moving of men
and materials and in this regard Robinson has provided articles on what he calls the wartime
crisis on the Furness Railway. Andrews writes similarly on the subject pointing to the
competing needs of the different government departments for train pathways.'°! Little has
been written on the tramways and omnibuses during this period, however Cormack and
Postlethwaite provide useful information on their operation.®> Barrow housing has
influenced local studies predominantly by Trescatheric, but while providing a useful overview
they are of limited use regarding the period of this thesis.!?® Elizabeth Roberts’ work in
contrast provides good examples of working-class life and housing conditions provided
through oral and documental evidence.'%* In addition to Roberts’ published works, previously
unpublished material contained in the transcripts of interviews with local residents, are
particularly significant and provide unique insight into factory work and social perceptions.%
Mansergh’s recent publication work on Barrow-in-Furness during the First World War,

appeals to a general readership but fails to provide a comprehensive picture of the town
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during this period.'°® Caroline Anne Joy’s dissertation examines the socio-economic context
of the war with particular emphasis on health and housing, while taking into account the
impact of the war and the depression in terms of the pressures placed on industry, the local
authority and wider population.®” This appears as a fair amount of work on Barrow during
the First World War, all helpful but it still only deals with specific aspects.

The thesis draws on a range of familiar sources. The Barrow Records Office holds
diverse and extensive archive material on all aspects of local authority business, industry and
military records. In addition to the wealth of information contained in the published
Corporation Accounts Books of the period, the statistics of the Chief Medical Officer provide
details of health while the Chief Constable’s Reports provide useful statistics on the subject
of drink. The abundant official primary source material and published statistics are used in
conjunction with local studies to provide a comprehensive analysis of developments. An
examination of the local press has shown the key issues regarding the war. Examination of
the national and regional press have been used extensively, the National Newspaper Archive
providing a particularly useful source. This archive allows the comparing and contrasting of
the reporting of the particular issues and events across the breadth of the press. Notably,
Barrow is reported on by the local press in many and varied parts of the country, presumably
reflecting its importance in the war effort. Newspapers provide a mass of evidence for the
social history of this period, as the regional and popular press always sought to reflect popular
culture and stay in touch with public opinion concerning the war, labour disputes, women’s
rights and work, and the human issues of the period. ‘The Press’, says Tosh is the most
important published primary source for the historian.1®® Newspapers are an indicator of
public reaction to the conditions on the Home Front particularly industry and were also used
by the War Cabinet to gauge reactions to the war. However it is realised there are potential
problems with newspaper materials including those of biased, misleading and non-reporting.
The 1917 Barrow Commission on Unrest commented ‘for the fact Barrow lies in an isolated
position and it is inadvisable to inform the public through the Press of the evils of industrial

life, we cannot believe the facts set down could so long remained actual conditions of
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domestic life in England during the twentieth century’.’®® War Cabinet Papers published on-
line for the period 1916-1919 are particularly useful in furnishing weekly labour reports which
give light to understanding government reactions to threats of unrest. The Official History of
the Ministry of Munitions is used mainly as a source of primary evidence forming the
cornerstone of the study regarding the Home Front and production of munitions during the
First World War. Although the Official History is predominantly based on the Ministry’s work
it includes the large private firms of Vickers and Armstrongs while also providing useful
information regarding the production of iron and steel.

The impact of the First World War on the Home Front has therefore been much
debated and widely interpreted. The thesis contends that to focus on national issues is to
miss the thrust of local antagonisms, and that despite political upheaval and economic crisis,
Barrow closed ranks and acted in unison against both the economic problems posed by war,
and the interventions of higher centralised authority. Discussions on voluntary recruitment,
family and society, women’s work and cultural life test the extent to which interpretations
derived from the secondary literature hold true for the case of Barrow. At the same time this
thesis attempts to throw new light on areas which have not been fully accounted for in
existing works. By analysing the changing social and economic context of the period, the
thesis will interpret the impact of the war in terms of the pressures placed on Barrow’s
industry, transport, the local authority and the wider population, paying particular attention
to their interlinking dependencies. The intention is therefore to take the established general
and themed studies and apply them along with new elements obtained from research to
provide insight into how Barrow, its industries and population were able to function and
therefore contribute to the war effort. This is not a comparative work, although it could
provide a foundation for other such studies.

A broadly chronological approach is taken, with each chapter dealing with a specific
phase of the war but, within that, each phase highlights a distinctive set of themes. The first
chapter is intended to establish the complex industrial, socio-economic and political situation
which characterised the town of Barrow from 1910 until the outbreak of the First World War.
It will review the administration of shipbuilding, munitions and armaments supply and

provide comprehension of the character and significance of Vickers, in national military

109 Drake, B., Women in Engineering Trades: Trades Union Series No.3, (London, George Allen and Unwin, 1918)
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planning and provision. The industrial structure of Barrow and its relations between
employers and workers with an examination of wage schemes and their relationship to
output and social standing. The political alliances will be discussed while it will be
demonstrated that industrial strife was seen for the four years preceding the outbreak of war.

Chapter two discusses the outbreak of war and how the call up and uncontrolled army
recruitment affected Barrow’s industry, population and infrastructure. The two main themes,
are the need for the Admiralty to complete warships and increase naval ordnance and the
building, preparation and populating of workshops for shell and armaments production for
the War Office. Emphasis is placed on the disruption caused during the period between the
outbreak of war until the formation of the Ministry of Munitions. In an unrestrained,
competitive and diminishing manpower market it will show how industry went about finding,
retaining, protecting and accommodating labour. Having shown the response to recruiting
and provision of labour it will move on to the need for industrial regulation to improve
efficiency and complete munitions contracts. Discussion will focus on dilution and relaxation
of trade rules and Government intervention in the interest of improving bad time-keeping. It
will be argued that only through Government control and regulation with the assistance of
the Trade Unions and employers could Admiralty and War Office needs be fully met.

The third chapter looks at how Barrow turned totally to war production, examines the
effects and considers government methods of retaining workers and increasing efficiency
following on the formation of the Ministry of Munitions. The effects and implications of
Barrow turning to total war and the problems of accommodating additional workers are
discussed. It will demonstrate the far reaching implications of mass production of shells and
guns especially on transport, utilities, materials and the introduction of large numbers of
women workers. In the process of facing the actualities of twentieth-century warfare it will
be seen deep tensions emerged between traditional and modern approaches to the conflict,
tensions sharply exposed by the growth of an interventionist State. In the interest of
increasing industrial efficiency the Leaving Certificate which is generally seen by historians as
a drastic restriction of normal liberties and a most powerful instrument is put under the
microscope. Examination of the Barrow Munitions Tribunal will provide insight into its
workings, analysing the needs of employers and workers, while showing it was in the Trade
Unions interest to discipline miscreants. This early period it will be argued is one of

unpreparedness and disruption with a huge changes of emphasis and a reduction and
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rebalancing of key workers, while extended shell and guns programmes caused long hours
and continuous work with little rest or leisure time.

The principal thrust of the fourth chapter is the response to the demand for increased
production of armaments and the conflicting needs for manpower for both industry and the
Army. The position of the Admiralty, Vickers and the engineering unions concerning further
dilution and the debate around it, and the agreements reached are all addressed. In the
conflict between industry and the Army for men, evidence will be provided that attestation
and voluntarism under Lord Derby’s scheme was opposed by Vickers. The end of voluntarism
and introduction of compulsion under the Military Service Acts hardly avoided occasions of
trade union grievances in view of the promises made concerning the protection of skilled
men. Whilst almost all Military Tribunal records were destroyed, newspapers provide insight
into their work at Barrow demonstrating skilled men’s representatives’ position regarding the
substitution of their men. This chapter therefore shows the continuing and ever-increasing
demands, and competition from the Army, leading to ever more drastic changes, notably in
the resort to women workers, which in turn prompted increasing concerns about welfare.
State Control of working conditions and workers surroundings on the outbreak of war were
firmly established under the Factory, Public Health and Housing Acts, but the reality it will be
argued was different and it will be shown the conditions in the shipyard and the iron and steel
works were the opposite to those in the munitions and armaments workshops.

The fifth chapter firstly addresses the unrest of 1917 and the part played by the shop
steward movement which filled the vacuum left by the taking away of the right to strike
greatly removing the influence of trade unions. This is followed by examination of the Barrow
Commission on Unrest which received testimony on the special problems of the town from
which a subsequent report was produced. The main cause of concern was Barrow’s housing
which is generally held as a point of discussion by historians. However it overshadows a
crucial point, that of the relationship between the Local Ministry of Munitions and Admiralty
representatives with those in authority in London. The fact that bureaucratic methods did
not work in Barrow, whereas common sense methods did and failure to understand these
problems by Government departments and react to them rather than letting things drift it
will be argued was a common cause for complaint and unrest. This poses the question should
Barrow have been treated as special case. On the question of political extremism it will be

argued it was not just about pacifying extreme men but preventing moderate men moving
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towards extremism, in discussing this it will explain why Barrow never saw the same troubles
as on the Clyde. This chapter is therefore pivotal and reflects Barrow’s situation caused by
the war and goes some way to explaining the causes of unrest and the attempts of
government to put things right.

Finally Chapter six briefly turns to the aftermath of victory, political, economic and
social problems ensuring a return of peacetime conditions was not a soft landing. The chapter
looks at what gains were made and who gained them and asks if the town as a whole
benefitted. It examines the changeover from war to peace products and asks how Barrow’s
industries, workforce and the town were affected following the withdrawal of the
government with regard to the halting of naval orders and ceasing housebuilding which can
be seen as betrayal of industry and people. It examines the political position following the
post-war election and the return to pre-war union conditions and its effect on the shop
stewards. Analysis of demobilisation and the return of men from the forces and their impact
on the workforce will be examined and of whether non-war industries were revived or new
industries provided. The widespread desire for a shorter working week with no lessening of
wages existed, although evidence bears out that shorter hours produced more output,
employers were not convinced particularly Vickers who needed to push ahead with work on
new orders. The move to supply the commercial market was a new challenge for employers,
employees and the unrestrained trade unions alike and its outcomes will be seen.

Thus the years between 1910 and 1919 were a period of economic, industrial and
political change, and interpretations of the effects of and responses to these changes vary
considerably among historians. Change caused by the war had massive implications which
differed markedly in Barrow to elsewhere due to its mainly isolated position. Thus by
understanding the makeup of the town, economic, social and political changes of the period,
the impact of war in Barrow will be interpreted in terms of the pressures placed on industry,

infrastructure, transport systems, the local authority and other key aspects of community life.
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CHAPTER 1: BARROW-IN-FURNESS BEFORE THE OUTBREAK OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR -

ESTABLISHING THE INDUSTRIAL SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CONTEXTS
Introduction

This chapter will examine the complex industrial, socio-economic and political
situation which characterised the shipbuilding and marine engineering town of Barrow-in-
Furness from 1909 until the outbreak of the First World War. These years were driven
predominantly by foreign and British naval orders which provided a large and continuous
work programme from which the town and all classes of the community prospered. A thesis
intended to review the administration of munitions and armaments supply during the First
World War demands comprehension of the character and significance of Vickers in national
military planning and provision. Explanation will be provided to establish Vickers and its
products and the necessity for expansion while recognising other industries existed in the
town mainly based upon iron and steel. Examination of the shipbuilding and engineering
trade unions, their customs and employer relationships will demonstrate how the major
industry operated.

An important and underlying issue is that of the demands made by industry on
Barrow’s infrastructure and utilities. It will be seen that by Barrow’s geographical isolation
and its industrialisation it was vulnerable to external unrest by its dependence on fuel supplies
and reliance on food imports. There was no national shipbuilding and engineering strikes
throughout this period however the immediate pre-war years saw the working-classes launch
successive waves of mass strikes which extended rapidly across the different sectors.

Barrow's labour movement it will be seen was typically rooted in diverse political,
industrial and consumer organisations; institutions that provided a firm base for popular
support in the growth of the Labour and socialist parties. In a competitive market the skills
needed to produce such highly technical products could only be achieved by offering good
wages and through the provision of adequate decent housing. Workers housing is therefore
a key theme and it will be argued that a proactive approach was made by Vickers and building
syndicates while a limited effort was made by Barrow Council in its provision. The nature of
Barrow’s industries meant the workforce was predominantly male with a structured social
hierarchy determined by workers’ occupations which influenced men’s earnings, health and

how they and their families lived and spent their leisure time.
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Industrial Structure

The internal structure of the British engineering industry contained numerous
specialist sections, amongst the largest were shipbuilding and marine engineering. Although
the state had a long term history of purchasing goods from the private sector, particularly in
wartime, it was the contracts placed with private shipyards during the second half of the
nineteenth-century that put procurement on a substantial long-term basis. Arnold says one
of the state’s main aims was to create a warship building capacity in the private sector, rather
than fully use it.> He continues, once firms had invested in new facilities to handle a greater
volume of highly sophisticated construction they had little alternative but to compete for
contracts.? It is arguable that private yards like Vickers could not rely on naval contracts as
they did not guarantee sufficient work.> Armaments contracts in the years leading up to the
First World War have therefore been seen as representing the 'first steps in transactions
between government and large-scale private enterprise', thus bringing about important
changes in the relationship between the state and the leading technologically based industrial
firms.* Between 1889 and 1914, twenty-five private firms constructed Royal Navy vessels and

of these the five leading yards built 63.2 per cent of the total construction (Table 1).°
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Constructed By Displacement (Tons)
Vickers (Naval Construction), Barrow-in-Furness 287,994
John Brown, Clydebank 218,611
Armstrong Whitworth, Elswick 205,090
Fairfield, Glasgow 196,173
Palmers, Jarrow 139,467
Total 1,047,335

Table 1 - Leading Shipyard Construction for the Royal Navy 1899-1914

In 1885, Vickers set up the largest forging press ever made to enable it to manufacture
heavy marine work in Sheffield, and the first armour plate for warships soon followed.® By
1888, the company stretched its tentacles north acquiring the Naval Construction and
Armaments Company at Barrow.’” After takeover the shipyard was re-equipped and
expanded allowing orders to be secured for the largest and most sophisticated vessels in the
Japanese, Brazilian, Russian, Turkish and British navies, making them the UK market leader
for naval work. Although foreign vessels built to progressive designs meant they were not
generally overseen by naval representatives the Admiralty had close links with these
projects.® Importantly the Admiralty held option on foreign warships, allowing for war
emergency purchases.’ Foreign trade was thus not simply of economic benefit for Vickers but
provided a reserve of wartime capacity for the Admiralty.'® Where Armstrong’s depended
mainly on naval shipbuilding for its profits the Vickers plant at Barrow was heavily committed
to submarine work, the basis of which had rested on the granting of an effective monopoly

by the Admiralty which endured from 1902 until 1911.
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Figure 2 - Vickers 1914 Advert

By 1900 Vickers and Armstrong’s had effectively supplanted the Royal Ordnance
Works as the Admiralty’s main suppliers of naval ordnance and gun mountings.!! Significantly
Admiralty contracts for hydraulic gun mountings kept the Vickers engineering sections busy
and in some years rivalled the contribution of submarines to Barrow’s profits. It was partially
due to Albert Vickers big naval gun ideas that by 1914 the firm had moved into a commanding
market position.'? In the financial year 1913-14 out of a total of £643,000 spent on naval
firepower by the Admiralty, some £302,925 went to Vickers.*®> By the end of 1914, to expedite
the contracts for naval guns and mountings, it had become necessary to engage other huge
sheds in the vicinity of the docks.'* Further in the interest of working together economically
and largely in expanding warship building capacity Vickers acquired a half share in William
Beardmore’s.?> In recognition of the private yards the Admiralty announced in 1906 ‘the first
business of the Royal Dockyards is to keep the fleet in repair and the amount of new
construction allocated to them should be subordinated to this consideration’.®

Notwithstanding, when Portsmouth dockyard constructed HMS Dreadnought in 1906 the

11 peebles, H., Warship-building on the Clyde, (Edinburgh, John Donald, 1987), p.48
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p.52, HMS Revenge the last battleship to be built at Barrow, ordered in 1913 was fitted with 15 in. guns
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16 Scott, J. D., Vickers a History, (London, Weidenfeld and Nicholson Ltd., 1962), p.56
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12in. guns were designed by Vickers and while the prime contractor for the machinery, the
turbines were sourced from Parsons.!” Importance of the private yards was further
underlined when the First Lord of the Admiralty said ‘the works at Barrow are a natural asset,
and thank heaven we have them to supply our needs’.!®

Vickers was central to Barrow and the new work brought a welcome adjustment to
the earlier downtrend in warship building at the beginning of the century. Decline in product
efficiency through lean markets had relegated existing machinery to idleness while poor
profits had prevented renewal and modernization. The shipyard had been worked in an
indifferent and expensive manner with building berth facilities inadequate for rapid
production, and with inefficient power plant and tools causing breakdowns and work
stoppages. The Vickers Director, Sir Trevor Dawson, recorded ‘when the Vickers Board
received evidence of Barrow’s condition, the concern was that the yard lagged behind in
equipment compared to other yards’.?® Large expenditure was thereafter incurred, including
amounts to rectify power supply failings and provide new machinery to ensure acceleration
of warship and submarine construction. The outlay was reflected in the returns for 1909
which showed a record year at the shipyard mainly achieved through foreign orders which
had needed expanded capacity for gun mountings and large steam-turbines.?® By 1910 huge
activity was seen at Barrow afforded by the increased naval programme which caused the
Chairman to remark ‘they had never at any given time had such an amount of work as at
present.’?!

The specialist work of building submarines had governed Barrow, but after 1911
submarines steadily lost their power to dominate Barrow’s shipping returns.?> This was
caused by a general revival of orders after 1909 and the termination by the Admiralty of
Vickers submarine building monopoly. The Admiralty concerns was over Vickers inability to
complete submarines on time Vickers worry was the introduction of other yards into the field

could affect output as rivals bribed their skilled men away. Attempting to improve output the

17 The Times, 6 April 1910, Vickers had been building internal combustion engines since the first submarines, it is also
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22 VA Papers, V 752, submarines averaged 14.6 per cent compared to Admiralty warship contracts of 11.5 per cent and
foreign naval orders of 10.8 per cent; Trebilcock, The Vickers Brothers1914, p.108
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submarine department was expanded, night work introduced and manpower increased to
capacity. After 1913 Vickers was free to build submarines for export markets, but when the
Admiralty needed more patrol submarines they found Vickers facilities mostly occupied.
Submarine personnel and plant had to be kept busy, otherwise the extensive plant installed
to carry out existing Admiralty work without foreign contracts would have been
underemployed.?®> As part of the general development facilities continued to be improved
and by the outbreak of war the submarine berths were in a state of efficiency.?* By 1914
Vickers and Armstrong’s had reached a position where they were working together to win
contracts in the naval trade, with Vickers securing the lion’s share. Despite cooperation
Vickers dominated, their marine hardware being preferred by the world’s major importers of
arms. Cooperation meant many arms and shipbuilding companies were interlocked in
ownership and shared directors, while the Admiralty design and procurement branches
exchanged personnel with the private firm’s at the most senior level.

The same maverick spirit that had promoted submarines encouraged naval airships,
leading to the selection of Vickers as the main contractor.?®> Vickers perceiving what was
improbable today might be essential tomorrow, offered to pay for the erection of an airship
shed at Barrow in exchange for the building monopoly, but the Admiralty turned down the
monopoly clause. Although the Barrow built HMA No.1 suffered catastrophic failure the
airship provided valuable training and experimental data.?® The question now was not
whether the Admiralty were willing to take up experimental work with a new invention, but
whether they could afford to neglect a weapon of uncertain value which might prove a
determining factor in war. The Admiralty responded in September 1912, when the naval
airship section, which had earlier been disbanded was reconstituted. In 1913 Winston
Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty and a supporter of the ‘enormous bladder’, approved
the construction of two rigid and six non-rigid airships.2’” The rigids and three non-rigids of

the Parseval type, for which Vickers had obtained a licence were contracted to Barrow.?®
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None of these airships however were completed until 1917, greater than the time taken to
construct a super-dreadnought.?’

While Vickers was fully committed to foreign and Admiralty orders, which included
the production of naval shells, it had past experience with the War Office. After the turn of
the century the War Office ordered significant numbers of field guns from Vickers, the guns
being manufactured at Sheffield and the carriages at Barrow.3° The Boer War also led to the
War Office improving its garrison guns, bringing work for the Garrison Gun Mounting
Department at Barrow.3!

Despite large increases in spending on expansion and improvements to turn around
earlier problems, Vickers shares were in favour on the eve of the war The Economist reported
the Company’s shares were oversubscribed and shareholders were expecting good returns.3?
The single concern was whether enough profits could be earned to write off the plant
provided in excess of future needs. Effectively control was in the hands of the employers as
the proportion of shares held by workers was so small they could only exercise slight influence
on the Company. Shortly after the war it was realised by Vickers that giving employees the
opportunity to become shareholders would more than anything else have prevented strikes
and promoted increased efficiency.3® Kirkaldy however notes that pre-war many employees
believed that shares were a device to obtain extra production at small cost.3* There was also
the objection that profit sharing tended to weaken Trade Unionism and labour solidarity.
Without their Unions workers felt that they were at a disadvantage when dealing with
employers.

The effects of the abundance of work and wages was reflected in the increased
prosperity of all classes in the community Barrow’s fortunes were therefore linked to Vickers
development. The firm’s high success suggests in the period before the war industrial
management was well able to run complex and giant operations, while Vickers superior local

management with the backing of capital expenditure provided improvements. Growth was
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not solely dependent on Vickers management but on the widening and deepening of the
docks and harbour passageways by the port authority, the Furness Railway Company. This
allowed building, launching and fitting out of the latest and largest battleships and was only
made possible by Vickers association with and financial assistance to the port authority.3°
Regrettably no dry dock was built for dreadnoughts, which would have benefited the nation
and Vickers as dreadnoughts had to dock at Liverpool, on the Clyde and Belfast. This meant
that Barrow’s dreadnoughts could be launched, while hull repairs and refits were not possible.
Importantly the docks received shipbuilding items such as steel plates from Cardiff and large
forgings from Vickers Sheffield works via the Manchester docks.3®

The commercial docks as well as being used by passenger ferries and pleasure
steamers were employed for imports, mainly foreign ore for the iron and steel works and
timber for the pulp and paper works. Though coke and coal came by rail, petroleum for which
storage was provided at the dockside for onward distribution arrived by sea.3” General
merchandise trade was landed at Barrow by the short routes from Liverpool and Belfast
providing a varied supply of livestock and foodstuff.3® Though the Corporation had no
financial interest in the docks it had an important interest in maintaining and keeping abreast
of Barrow’s staple industry. This could be arrived at through housing, health and education
with the likelihood that further harbour and dock extensions might call for the other various
interests in the town.3?

It was important that the shipyard and town should be protected. For many years
Barrow had been in an undefended position, in 1871 Reed saw its port as providing defence
for the shipping lanes to Liverpool rather than the shipyard.*® Previously there had been a
Naval Reserve station with two small guns but it was not until 1910 that the naval and military
authorities took practical steps to protect the naval construction works by building Fort
Walney.*! To provide further protection an aerial coastal defence station was proposed in

1913 but cancelled and only in 1914 was an emergency battery constructed at the south end

35 Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Friday, 3 November 1911

36 Manchester Guardian, Wednesday, 6 August 1910

37 An advert for the Furness Railway, Barrow Docks noted there was storage for 34,520 tons of petroleum at the dockside

38 Derby Daily Telegraph, Thursday, 2 July 1914, included were Irish cattle, swine and horses

39 Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Friday, 3 November 1911

40 Reed, E. J., Our Naval Coastal Defences, (London, John Murray, 1871), pp. 10-11

41 Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Wednesday, 16 February 1910, it was proposed to raise two companies of Garrison Artillery the
men supplied from Vickers gun shops and the testing range at Eskmeals, while Vickers would provide the six inch guns
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of Walney near the harbour entrance.*? Fragilities were nonetheless demonstrated when the
alleged presence of German spies and fear of dock water loss prompted armed sailors to be
posted at the dock gates.*® The classified nature of Vickers work meant internal security was
vital, the management must have felt assured when a correspondent visiting Barrow in
February 1911 reported that he was surprised how little was known in the town about what
was going on.** However, the complexities of a private firm with a national role were shown
when Krupp Von Bulow and two representatives visited Vickers in June 1914.4> The Admiralty
advised secrecy, particularly revealing large projectiles or gun manufacturing, but the party
was escorted through the gun and engine shops, shown the latest super-dreadnoughts and
taken to the Walney airship shed.

The fortunes of Vickers impacted on the labour force, and hence Barrow’s population.
As a result of extensive foreign and naval orders and the increased size and complexity of
warships many highly skilled men and labourers were needed in a large and varied number of
departments.*® Obtaining artisans was difficult, though generally blamed on lack of housing,
the Barrow News took the view that workers were simply not available as competition for
men on Admiralty work was fierce.*” Predicting shipyard labour was problematic, causing
employers to shed or stand-down and later re-employ squads even during high output years.
As a consequence of labour demand it was difficult to maintain discipline, rather than dismiss
men for breaching rules, the involvement required