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ABSTRACT

The; Special Areas legislation was an attempt to
alleviate the social and political problems resulting from
rggional industrial decline. Though historians are well
aware of the legislation, it has not been subject to
detailed investigation, and until recently it has concerned
mainly economic historians. This emphasis is slightly
misplaced, for although the Special Areas Acts were overtly
economic, they were introduced, continued and amended for
political reasons. This thesis examines the local and
national pressures which shaped the Acés and in doing 80
demonstrates some of the constraints on policy formulation
in the 1930's,

TheASpecial Aréas Acté were national legislatidn
designed to deal with the particular éroblgms of specific
afeas. This dissertatioﬁ focusses on the individual
exggrience of West Cumberland, the least known of the
Spé&ial Areas. It describes tﬁ;’effect of depression and
of the legislation‘on the society and economf of the area.
The legislation stimulated the development of a new locai
leadership which in itself became a force for change. The
study of one locality demonstrates the conflicts inherent
in any regiona;<legislation bétween local desires and "

official intentions for development.
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National rather than regional outcry forced a
reluctant Cabinet to agree to the passage of the first
Special Areas Act in 1934. The reluctance derived from
the Cabinet's adherence to the traditional view that
efficient operation of the economy required the free play
of market forces. Consequently the first Act was little
more than windoﬁ dressing, offering no real opportunity for
industrial development. But the Commissioners and their
aides, who were appointed to implement the legislation,
were sincere in their efforts to help the Areas. They
tried to circumvent the restrictions imposed on them by
official policy and formed an internal pressure group
pushing the government towards assuming greater
responsibility for the conditions of the Areas.

From 1936, the government became increasingly
preoccupied with foreign affairs, a focus which has been
shared by nost subsequent historians. But important
changes were occurring in domestic policy. However timid
the measures may seem today, the Special Areas legislation
of 1936 and 1937, and the Loans Facilities Bill of 1939,
all marked an increasing government commitment to
stimulating economic recovery. These developments must be
seen in the context of a government preparing unwillingiy

for war. The rearmament programme and the influx of
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refugees from Europe helped the Areas. They became more
attractive industrial centres as awareness of London's
vulnerability grew. On the negative side, the escalating

cost ofcrearmament strengthened the government's and the
“Treasury's determination to rid themselves of legislagion

that had become increasingly expensive. Their failure to

do so, in the face of local and national opposition, dispiays
the limits that can be imposed even on the power of a government
with a large majority.

The 1934 Act is unique in the hisﬁbry of regional
legisla£ion in that it emphasised the sociai as well as the
economic rehabilitation of the depressed areas. The social,
measures were. palliative, aimed at softening the impact of
unemp loyment and poverty. This field had previously been
dominated by private philanthropy. Increasingly under the
Special Areas Acts and other legislation passed during the
decade, the state assumed wider social responsibilities.

The experience of the Special Areas reflects the tensions
engendered by this transition. . |

The evolution of the Special Areas policy followed
a pattern of public outcry forcing hesitant government
‘concession. It was the experience of World .War II which
caused a major change in official attitudes towards

intervention in the economy. The experience of full

T i, e AT

I L e R e E n e T e 2l g o T E



vi.

employment brought about by massive government expepditure
made the efforts to help the Special Areas in the 1930's |
look puny indeed. It was partly the memory of the Special
Areas which provoked the change to more interventionist

policies in Britain after 1945.
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PREFACE

The traditional image of the 1930's in Britain is
one of depression, mass unemployment and poverty. Nowhere
does this image retain its authenticity more clearly than in
the Special Areas. These were areas of industriial decline,
the victims of changing economic trends. Once the centre
qf British enterprise, after the Great War they became
backwaters. The Special Areas legislation was an attempt
to alleviate depression in some of the worst affected areas.
Britain had experienced regional problems before; such
difficulties are a natural outcome of economic change. But
the préblem was new in terms of the numbers involved. The
circumstanceé were different because the victims now had the
vote. Moreover the trend of government policy since the
1870's had been towards admitting some responsibility for
mitigating the worst effects of incidental hardship on the
poor. Thus in the 1930's for the first time a British
government accepted responsibility for trying to promote
regional balance in the economy.

The significance of the Sbecial Areas Acts lies
partly in their novelty, though this novelty was obscured,
both for contemporaries and posterity, by the timorous
attitude of the National Government and by the legislation's

inadequacy. Further, the 1934 Act is unique in the history

1
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of regional legislation because it had a social as well as

B

an economic dimension. The Special Areas Acts also have

e

some present-day significance in that the problem which

R
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they attempted to address has never been solved, and is of
major importance in the internal economies of all the
western nations.l

Despite its importance, the Special Areas.
legislation has not been subject to detailed historical
investigation. Until recently it has been considered
mainly by economic historians.2 Yet this leads to an
unbalanced view, for, as wone of these economic historians

has remarked:

regional development policies have come about

in response to a mixture of political, social

and economic pressures.... It is incomplete,

therefore, to consider the case for a regional

development policy as though it were purely

an economic question.

In the 1970's, two historians looked more closely at
the political and social aspects of the Special Areas
policy. Frederic Miller has examined the early years of
the legislation in the context of the National Government's

i
broad policy towards unemployment.4 He has brought out the
importance of the political motives underlying the 1934 Act,
and made very clear the tension between the economic beliefs

of the members of the government and their political

sensitivity. His study is limited, as far as the Special



Areas are concerned, because it deals only with the National
Government and because it does not look at the development
of the legislation after 1936. It is, nevertheless, very
useful and will be referred to in the course of the present
study.
Of less importance is the work of R.H. Campbell,5
which concentrates on one Special Area, Scotland, to the
exclusion of national policy, and which relies on official
records only. These limitations were perhaps necessitated
by his argument which falls apart when looked at in a wider
context. For example, he credits the officials of the
Scottish Office with having particular insight because they
realised both that "a policy of industrial diversification"
was necessary5for the Areas, and that rearmament, wﬁile easing
the employment situation, was aggravating the industrial
imbalance of Scotland.6 But these were not novel ideas.
They were the common currency of progressive thought at the
time and could be gleaned at a glance from the leader columns
of the Times. A further flaw is that, though he professes
to be writing about "the 1930's" he does not mention the
significant changes that were made in the legislation in 1937.
Campbell's work demonstrates the dangers of making a
detailed study of a local area in isolation from the national

scene. Fhis is one pitfall which the present work has tried

to avoid. It traces the development of the legislation from



1934 to 1945, examining the forces which changed the initial,
reluctant, explicitly temporary government commitment to

the Areas into a long-term involvement in the stimulation of
regional economies. This national study is parallelled by
the consideration of one particular area, and this is where
it differs from Miller's London-centred approach.

The Special Areas Acts were national legislation
aimed at dealing with the problems posed by particular areas.
But the legislation was largely permissive and any successes
depended to a great extent on local initiative. Some of
the failures of the legislation were as much the result of
parochial rivalries as of the Whitehall bureaucratic tangles
and government indifference which were usually blamed. Local
initiatives and local preoblems can best be studied at a
local level. This thesis will examine the interaction that
occurred between the National Government and one of the
Special Areas, West Cumberland.

The economic problems of West Cumberland were similar
to those of the other Areas. As onecontemporary writer
remarked, the region

is a microcosm, the detailed study of which

faithfully reveals all those problems of

industrial depression which threaten... all

the northern industrial districts of Great

Britain.?

West Cumberland has been neglected by most writers on the

Special Areas,8 probably because of its small size. The



district contained only 5% of the population of the Special
Areas in England and Wales. But its percentage of
unemployment - the criterion by which the Special Areas were
chosen - was as high, and its problems, if anything, more
intractable because of its isolation and limited local market.
This thesis is then both a regional and a national
study. This dual nature has imposed certain difficulties,
particularly as the region chosen is not well known, so the

reader cannot be referred readily to secondary sources. On

S

the whole, each chapter aims to give a balanced view of
national and regional developments. The pattern is broken
only for the survey of the implementation ¢f the "economic"
clauses of the 1934 Act. Stewart's frustrations in London,
though they affected events in the Areas, were largely
Whitehall-~oriented, while events in Cumberland were influenced
by local peculiarities and local figures. It seemed logical
to discuss these developments in separate chapers though the
links between the two are made.

This thesis is based on a wide range of sources.
Nafionally, the papers of the Cabinet and of all the
departments concerned with the work of the Commissioner for
Special Areas were consulted. The contemporary press was
an important source for assessing public opinion on the
quastion. I was also able to interview Sir Harold Emmerson,

Secretary to the Commissioner from 1938 to 1939. At the local



level, the Cumberland Development Council Archive, local
government:papers, newspapers, and the records of the social
service organisations were used. I also conducted
interviews with several Cumbrians who had experienced living
in a Special Area. Finally, I was fortunate enough to
track down the two surviving District Commissioners for

West Cumberland, Sir George Mallaby and Lieutenant Colonel

L. St. Clare Grondona, both of whom were extremely helpful.
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CHAPTER I

THE EMERGENCE OF THE DEPRESSED AREAS
1919-1931

The Economic Background

Four years of war have firmly established the
paramount importance to the country of the
haematite pig iron industry between Workington
and Carnforth. The iron and steel industry

of the north west of England has come into
its own.l

Optimism was the keynote in Cumberland and the

rest of Britain at the start of 1919. People in

Cumberland and in other centres of heavy industry had
benefitted from the war and in the flush of prosperity
and victory Fhey looked to the future with confidence.
Hopes varied according to class, but the two main themes

were social progress, epitomised in the slogan "homes fit

for heroes", and, in economic life, a return to the halcyon

days of 1913 when Britain enjoyed economic security and

London dominated world finance through the operation of the

Gold Standard. But the optimism was ill-founded. 1In the

inter-war years the old industrial areas of Britain were to

pay dearly for their wartime prosperity. In the 1920's it

gradually became apparent that Britain's economic structure

had not adapted to changing world conditions. Owing to the

industrial geography of Britain, the effects of the

maladjustment were unevenly distributed: certain regions

i, el X
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bore the brunt. Far from having established "the
paramount importance" of the industries of West Cumberland,
the war proved to have been merely the prelude to
precipitate decline.

Economic change had begun well before the war but
contemporaries did not understand that long term trends
were making the traditional industrial structure of Britain
obsolete. For most of the nineteenth century Britain had
been "the workshop of the world", taking advantage of her
early lead in industrialisation to dominate world trade.
Britain's prosperity had thus come to depend, to a great
extent on the strength of the export trade.2 From the
1870's, the rate of increase of exports began to decline.
At the same time the rate of increase of production declined
drastically, while other countries, particularly the United
States and Germany, forged ahead.3 The situation was
disguised by the profits from invisible exports as well as
continued strength in imperial markets which meant that the
balance of payments remained favourable. As exports ’
continued to increase, individual manufacturers did not
feel the need to change their techniques or alter their
markets.'4

The export sector depended on the staple industries

which had been the basis of Britain's industrial supremacy

in the nineteenth century. They were concentrated on the

[ S
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coal fields - the source of fuel - in districts convenient
for dealing with foreign markets. In 1911-1913, two thirds
of all exports consisted of the products of such industries:
coal, iron and steel, ships and textiles.5 These
industries supported half the manufacturing population.
Though they were still expanding, some showed signs of
stagnation. Coal exports continued to increase after 1870,
but costs were rising and productivity was falling off as
the more accessible seams were exhausted.6 The development
of o0il and electricity as alternative sources of power also
threatened the industry. Steel output was still rising, but
old plant was not being replaced and in productivity and
growth rates the industry had fallen behind its German and
American competitors by 1913. Shipbuilding continued to
expand; in 1913, Britain produced 60% of the world's
tonnage.7 The cotton industry still dominated exports
until 1914 though it was losing some markets and becoming
increasingly dependent on the Empire.

To some extent a decline in the export situation
was inevitable. Britain's supremacy had been the result of
an early start. As other countries developed their
industries and exploited their superior natural resources,
Britain was bound to suffer and this began to happen after
1870. The only sélution was flexibility, but a
complacency born of long superiority and problems of

economic and social structure and attitudes combined to
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prevent adjustments being made.8 World trade was expanding
and there were still opportunities for exports, but Britain's
major exports were in those commodities which were

expanding least in world trade.9 The other possibility was
the development of the home market, but in Edwardian England,
real wages were declining. Average income levels were not
high enough to increase domestic demand and thus stimulate
sufficient investment in the new consumer industries which
were to be the growth points of the economy later in the
century.lo The situation in Britain before the First

World War thus had not been as rosy as the industrialists

of 1919 imagined. The manufacturing sector &af the economy
relied too heavily on industries whose long term prospects
were bad. -

The First World War intensified these structural
problems. Overseas markets were lost as countries were
forced to become self-sufficient or look to other sources of
supply. The realization of overseas assets also reduced
income from abroad. At the same time the demands of war
required further development of heavy industries which
increased the imbalance in the economy. Steel-making
capacity, for instance, increased by 50% between 1914 and
1920.ll The coal industry, which suffered some decline

during the war, experienced a sudden expansion after the

armistice when continental demand increased because of
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wartime devastation in Europe. Thus the war aggravated the
structural problems of the economy.
In the national slump which followed the postwar

boom,lz

the basic industries began to experience the
consequences of the maladjustments in the economy. The
first to feel the effects was shipbuilding which had
benefitted greatly from the boom of 1919-1920. The
collapse was swift: between the summer of 1920 and
Septembar 1921 the price of a new cargo vessgsel fell from
£40 per ton to £8. Britain remained pre-eminent in
shipbuilding but many of the yards were idle. The iron
and steel industry suffered from its concentration on bar
iron and acid steel, for which demand was declining, as
well as from expanded capacity and gome technical back-

wardness.l3

The industry's experience in the 1920's was
patchy; the finishing trades did well but firms
specialising in semi-manufacturing processes suffered,
partly because of the absence of protection. Cotton was
algo in continuous difficulty from 1920, mainly because of
overseas competition. Coal, despite its stormy labour
relations, did relatively well in the early 1920's owing to
windfall increases in demand: a backlog of orders after
the 1921 strike, the American coal strike of 1922 and fthe
French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923. After 1924,

however, increased foreign production as well as
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competition from other fuels caused trade to fail.14 For

most of the interwar period the basic industries
experienced unemployment well above the national averaqe.ls
Though exparts were declining, industrial
production and imports continued to increase. The domestic
market was expanding, creating a demand for the products of
new industries, such ag electrical appliances, motor cars,
bicycles, rayon and scientific instruments.16 Though the
expansion of these industries signified that the economy
was adjusting to the new situation, it was not sufficient
to compensate for the decline in employment in the old
industries. In addition, the new industries often tended
to require adaptable unskilled female labour rather than
the skill or strength of the male labour force which pre-
dominated in all the.basic industries except textiles. The
problem was compounded by geography. The old industries
were usually located on the coalfields of outer Britain
and depended ultimately on steam power produced by coal.
The new consumer-based industries were able to use
electricity and so were not tied to the coalfields. They
developed in the Midlands, benefitting from established
skills in metal working, or in the South East, near London,
the largest metropolitan market in the country. This

change in the geographical distribution of industry increased

the difficulties of transferring labour from the old
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industries to the new.

The economic problems of Britain were thus regional,
and once the divisions began to appear, they deepened. In
the depressed areas the linkage of industries meant that the
process of depression was cumulative.

On the Cumberland west coast it is true to say

that iron and steel production is the root of

the existing economic system. Without this,

the coal industry would shrink to very small

dimensions, the output of the iron ore mines

dwindle considerably and the coke oven industry

largely become unnecessary.l7?

If one industry was hit, the others would suffer. In the
depressed areas most capital was tied up in these industries.
Depression would diminish purchasing power in the areas,
which would affect any other industries there and also make
the region unattractive as a market for, and therefore as a
site of, new industries. In the prosperous regions the
reverse process occurred.18 Here even the traditional
industries fared relatively well - coal in Kent and
Nottingham, steel in Lincoln and Northampton - because they
did not dominate the economy and could be stimulated by
local demand. The 1920's witnessed the emergence of marked
regional disparities between the South and the Midlands,
with their new consumer and service industries, and the old
industrial regions of outer Britain which, depending on the
basic industries, consistently e werienced high levels of

unemployment.19
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Regional variations exist in any national economy.

Changing industrial structures and new patterns of trade

tend to favour some areas and handicap others. Rural areas

of Britain experienced depression during much of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. But the regional problem
of the 1920's was different in scale: far more people were
involved and their unemployment was long term. The newly
depressed industrial areas faced economic and social
problems of a new kind, problems for which they were

unprepared and ill-equipped.

The Depressed Areas

Though the depressed areas which emerged in the
1920's differed from each other in detail, their basic
problems and patterns of development were similar. The
main depressed areas were South Wales, Lancashire, Durham
and Tyneside, Cumberland and Furness, and the Lanarkshire
coalfield in Scotland. All had developed as centres of
industry in the nineteenth century. Concentration on the
profitable basic industries meant that more traditional
industries declined: in West Cumberland, as in parts of
Scotland, the textile industry had all but disappeared by
the 1920°'s. Thus there were few alternative occupations
once the basic industries began to decline.

Depression was not spread evenly within the areas.

PIPUERS
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‘Each had pockets of relative prosperity as well as badly
affected regions. In Cumberland in 1934 the unemployment
fate ranged between 16.4% in Penrith and 57.5% in Maryport.20
The cities tended to be more prosperous: Newcastle and
Cardiff, with their more varied industries suffered less
than the single industry towns around them. In Cumberland,
Workington and Whitehaven were on the whole less affected
than the surrounding villages.

The persistence of depression had numerous»effects.
Local authorities suffered financially, part%y because of
migration. Those who moved away tended to be the younger
and more enterprising people, and their going deprived the
areas of a vital element in the population. The very
young and the old remained, those who made the most demand
on local services. As local unemployment persisted and men
exhausted their national insurance benefit, the burden on
the local poor rate increased.21 Meanwhile sources of
revenue were failing as industrial plant closed down. The
decline in railway freight caused a 42% drop in the
assessment of the railway companies in Cumberland from 1920/
21 to 1928/29.22 Thus rateable values were falling as
demands on the rates increased. The resultant high rates
were a further deterrent to new industry and inhibited

attempts at recovery in the old industries. The depressed

areas were caught in a vicious circle with no ebvious means

/7
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of escape.

With the exception of textile regions, the
depressed areas were districts of predominantly male
employment. This limited the number of wage earners in
the family and meant that when the men's jobs were gone
the family had to turn to public funds as there was no
supplementary income. In Cumberland's coalmining areas,
this problem was exacerbated by the tradition of men working
in family groups, so that when one mine closed fathers,
brothers and sons all lost their jobs removing any
possibility of drawing on the resources of an extended
family for aid.

The depressed areas were all regions with close knit
working class.communities, often, particularly in the mining
districts, isolated from the outside world. The men were
unionised and there was a strang feeling of class

solidarity.23

With few exceptions they became Labour
strongholds. This sense of cohesion was both a blessing
and a curse; it provided support duéing bad times but the
security it engendered limited the adaptability of the
workers and also made them reluctant to move. Even those
who did move, especially if they were older men, tended to
regard the move as temporary, and returned when they could:
"It was all right at Ashington. I had a lovely little
house. But the pits were wet and I wanted to be with me

marrows."24 The men were reluctant to believe that there
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was no future in their own industry - particularly so soon
after the war when so many had been withdrawn from the
forces to keep the coal and steel industries going.
Churchill is reputed to have said during the First World
War that the haematite mines of Cumberland were worth a
division on the Western front, a remark that was often
quoted during the interwar period.25 Such a history
encouraged the workers to believe that the old industries
had a future. What they demanded was the revival of old
condi tions, not a&change to a new situation.

While thelmen had to suffer the psychological
strain of adjusting to unemployment after years of working
in skilled occupations, the women also had to adjust to a
new financial stringency. The wives had the problem of
managing the household budget. Asked if he had ever been
in debt, one man replied "Oh the wife was the one to ask

about that. I expect we owed a bob or two."26

It seems
likely that the women often went without themselves so
that their families could be better fed, and this is
evidenced by the higher incidence of nervous debility and
malnutrition among women, as well as higher rates of
maternal mortafity among wives of the unemployed.27

Psychological problems among men and women were

not helped by the bleak surroundings of the depressed areas.

Industrial ruins, drab houses which could not be kept in

e
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good repair by unemployed occupants, overcrowding in slum
dwellings all added to the atmosphere of decay. Local
authorities did not have much money to improve conditions,
and even where they were able to provide housing, rents
were often beyond the means of the poorest families.
Existing dwellings were often old and unhealthy: in
Whitehaven it was reported that

there are still far too many courts in which

the houses are huddled together without proper

air space and yith the health giving rays of

the sun effectively excluded.?
Such conditions, combined with poor diets, meant that
there was a high incidence of diseases such as
tuberculosis. Mortality rates - infant, child, maternal
and adult - were all higher than average in the depressed

areas.29 This was not related simply to economic

depression: the areas had long had a poor health record30
and the health factor was simply another aspect of their
problems.

These features of the areas added to their
difficulties. High rates kept industry away. The
prospect of dealing with a unionised workforce deterred
some employers. Ané the inhospitable surroundings - the
slag heaps and the mean stfeets - were a further deterrent
to potential managers who wanted to live in pleasant

surroundings.
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West Cumberland

West Cumberland was the most igsolated of the
depressed areas. The mountains of the Lake District
effectively cut off the main industrial belt from the
major north - south routes. The largest industrial area
of the county was concentrated on the coalfield which
extended along the coast from Whitehaven to Maryport, and
for a few miles inland. Adjacent to the southefn edge of
the coalfield were the iron ore deposits around Cleator
Moor and Egremont. Further south, around Millom, were the
Hodbarrow deposits of ore which were the focal point of a
small industrial area. In addition, there were scattered
extractive industries in the Lake District and the Pennines.
Most importaht of these were the lead and zinc mines around
Alston, but there were also lead workings and quarries around
Keswick. These industries were very small in terms of
numbers involved, but were important in that they were the
sole support of local communities. The remainder of the
county was agricultural land or moorland, apart from the
area around Carlisle which had a varied industrial structure
and consequently was relatively unaffected by depression.

The industries of south and west Cumberland were
based on local supplies of coal and iron ore. Bituminous
coal was produced, suitable for household use, steam

engines and some types of coke. Costs on the coalfield
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were always high because the field was heavily faulted and
because the undersea workings pushed up haulage costs. It
wag the quality of its iron deposits which made Cumberland
important. = The non-phosphoric haematite ore had a
metallic content of 54% compared with 31% for other British
ores.3l The ore occurred in carboniferous limestone,
which could be used as a flux in blast furnaces. But the
costs of ore production were high because the deposits
were irreqular and their depth meant that the ore had to
be obtained by mining rather than opencast working. For
many years the quality of the ore produced was sufficient
to compensate for the high costs, and the fortuitous
conjunction of the northern deposits with the coal measures -
one mine produced both coal and iron - provided the basis
of industrial activity in the area. In 1834 the Poor Law
Commissioners said of Alston that "it would have remained
sheep or black cattle pasture but for the riches under the
surfabe."32 The same was true of West Cumberland: the
land was wild and isolated and but for the unusual quality
of its ores, it would never have become an important
industrial area.

Despite its advantages in raw materials, the
isolation of West Cumberland meant that large scale

exploitation of its resources came late. Early industrial

development depended on access to the sea. The spur to
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the development of the coalfield was the Irish market;

by the early eighteenth century Whitehaven had a large
share in the Dublin coal trade. This encouraged the
development of shipbuilding and both the coal and shipping
industries created some demand for local iron, but all was
on a small scale. It was the advent of the railways in
the mid-nineteenth century which caused the expansion of the
coal and iron industries. The railways permitted the
development of the inland coalfield and also allowed high
grade coke to be imported from Durham. The Whitehaven and
Furness Junction Railway reached Millom in 1850, making
possible the development of the Hodbarrow deposits. The
invention of the Bessemer process which required non-
phosphoric ores gave the area a further advantage:
Cumberland and Furness were the only source of non-
phosphoric ores in Britain. At first much of the ore was
exported, mainly by sea, to South Wales, Scotland, Durham
and France, but increasingly it was used locally in the
iron works which developed at Millom, Cleator Moor,
Maryport and Harrington. In 1870 the first steel works
opened at Workington. Cumberland shared in an expanding
market for iron and steel caused by increased American
demand, the use of iron in ships and a demand for rails
from France and Germany. The attraction of Cumberland

was such that in 1882 Charles Cammell and Co. dismantled



24

their rail-making works at Dronfield in Yorkshire and moved
the whole plant and many of the workers to Workington.

West Cumberland's prosperity was narrowly based.
The area's main finished product, steel rails, depended
on the continued expansion of the railways. Probably
because of Cumberland's isolation, no large engineering
concerns developed and much unfinished steel had to be
expor ted, mainly by sea. Freight rates made it difficult
for Cumbrian goods to compete in inland markets. With no
local market Cumberland was susceptible to changes elsewhere.
Above all, the prosperity of the areas depended on the
dominance of the acid Bessemer process in steel making, the
process for which its iron ore was especially suited.

The vulnerability of Cumbrian industry became
apparent in the late nineteenth century. Three factors
accounted for this. Cumberland's market was eroded as
overseas countries completed their railway networks or
introduced protection for their own industries. The
discovery of high grade Spanish and North African ores
undercut the position of Cumberland haematite ~ inland
transport costs meant that Cumbrian ores could not compete
with foreign ores even in the neighbouring North Eastern
area. Individual companies could overcome this
difficulty - the Millom and Askam Haematite Ore Company,

for instance, obtained a controlling interest in the
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Alquife mines in Spain - but the threat to Cumberland
remained. The most damaging blow was the invention of
the basic steel process using phosphoric ores, which was
developed by Thomas and Gilchrist in 1879. This made

it possible to use the cheap ironstones of Cleveland and
the Midlands in steel making. Though it was some time
before the process was widely adopted, its development was
a majof challenge to Cumberland's prosperity.

The impact of these changes became apparent in
the years before the First World War. During the 1890's
several iron and steel companies in the district folded.
Though some steelworks remained, increasingly Cumberland
was becoming a producer of high grade iron to be used in
more profitably sited steelworks elsewhere. Only the coal
industry was still expanding. It was helped by the
discovery of new techniques of coke-making which meant
that Cumbrian instead of Durham coke could be used locally.
But even here, the cost of transport meant that some of the
inland pits were being abandoned. By 1900, Cumbrian
industries were already in difficulty.

The overall industrial outlook remained bleak in
the years before the war. In 1909, the iron and steel
companies near the coalfield amalgamated to form the
Workington Iron and Steel Company, as local competition

was proving destructiVe.33 "The Combine" was able to
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rationalise production. The Lowther Ironworks at
Workington and the Harrington plant were both closed down
before the war.34 The new company tried to gain control
over local coal and iron mines to safeguard itm raw
materials. This created marketing problems for local
producerscof iron ore and pig iron. The decline in
prosperity was indicated by the fall in rateable values.
Between 1894 and 1912 the rateable value of Cleator Moor
fell from £46,772 to £32,205.3°> Between 1901 and 1911,
despite a high birthrate, the population of the county

dropped from 266,933 to 265,746.°°

Unlike most other
areas of heavy industry, Cumberland had begun to feel the
effects of readjustment even before the First World War.
The Qar revived trade in West Cumberland. The
demand for acid steel and haematite increased, because
their special qualities were required for armaments. The
Harrington iron works were reopened. Small iron mines

which were becoming uneconomic were left in operation.

New techniques such as high speed rock drilling were

introduced to increase productivity. A new coal mine,
Haig, was sunk at Whitehaven. Wages more than doubled
and there was a revival of immigration into the area. At

the same time, the war emergency accelerated the change

from acid to basic steel production in the rest of Britain,

further reducing the potential British market for north

I S e L at
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west coast haematite. During the war, the government
contracted to buy up stocks of Australian zinc and to
continue to buy the zinc at a fixed price until 1930.
This was to have repercussions in Cumberland in the 1920's.
The war thus reversed the earlier trend to decline and
aggravated the long term problem of readjustment.

After 1918, West Cumberland experienced the same
difficulties as other depressed areas. The decline in
the export market for iron and steel affected all the
local industries. Apart from these general difficulties,
particular problems affected Cumbrian produc¢ts: for
instance, the decline in naval shipbuilding and in the
manufacture of steam boilers reduced the demand for non-
phosphoric s’ceel.37 The freight costs involved in
obtaining low grade phosphoric ore hindered the development
of the basic steel process in Cumberland. In 1919 the
Workington Iron and Steel Company became part of United
Steel, a Sheffield-based organisation. This meant that
the largest single employer in the area - the company owned
steel and iron works, collieries, iron ore mines, limestone
quarries and coke ovens - was now controlled from outside.
Cumberland was at the mercy of the company's national
strategy and for many years there was some doubt as to
whether United Steel would continue its operations in the

county.38 The company embarked on a programme of
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rationalisation in Cumberland, closing down ironworks at
Harrington, Maryport and Workington and concentrating
production at the adjacent Moss Bay and Derwent sites in
Workington. The company opened a new dock in the town in
1927, Though the rationalisation was necessary to secure
continued production it inevitably caused unemployment in
some parts of the area. \\
In the postwar period, the situation in the iron ore
areas became desperate. Between 1919 and 1925 fifteen

39 and at no time between 1920 and 1926

mines closed down
did Hodbarrow mine work for a full year.40 The coal
industry suffered the smallest decline in the 1920's.
After the war, production continued at a relatively high
level and the numbers employed continued to expand until
1924. Many of the new employees were unemployed iron
miners.41 The chief reason for the maintenance of output
was the Irish market: exports accounted for an increasing
proportion of production.42
Postwar readjustment caused problems in other parts
of Cumberland. The Nenthead lead mine near Alston closed
down in 1919 when the war time subsidy ceased.43 The
government, embarrassec by large supplies of Australian zinc,
sold it at rates which undercut the prices of British
producers.44 Thigs caused the closure of the Thornwaite

and Threlkeld mines near Keswick. These mines employed

very small numbers, only twenty to forty men, but they were
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the major employers in the villages where they were
gituated and there was no other local employment.

At the time of the 1921 census, 30% of the working
male population of the administrative county of Cumberland
was employed in heavy industry. In the west the
proportion was much higher: in Arlecdon angd Frizington it
reached 71%.45 It was hardly surprising then that economic
difficulties meant that unemployment was above the national
average; it was almost double the national level after
1924.46 The worst hit areas were Cleator Moor and
Maryport. Cleator and the surrounding area suffered
because of dependence on iron mines. Maryport's
difficulties were more complex and show how even a
relatively diversified town could be badly hit. Many of
its difficulties were caused by rationalisation elsewhere.
Just after the war the Carlisle State Management Scheme
closed down its brewery in the town. The tannery closed.
The amalgamation of the railway companies in 1921 led to the
closure of the workshops of the o0ld Maryport and Carlisle
railway. Some local collieries went out of business. The
. main "villain" was United Steel which by closing the Solway
iron works and opening its new dock at Workington, killed
much of the trade of the town. Maryport had been the main

port on the Cumberland coast. The effect of the new dock

was sudden and startling. In 1927, the total value of
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trade at Maryport was £156,000; in 1928 it was £38,000;
47

the value of imports fell from £106,000 to £7,000. The

town was "for the most part living on public funds."48

In general, the social and economic problems of

West Cumberland were similar to those of other depressed
areas. Its political problems were rather different.
West Cumberland was only part of a county. The County
Council met in Carlisle which, as a County Borough, was
an administratively separate unit. The represen?ativés
of the industrial West were in a minority on the Council
and thus found it difficult to push their point of view.

The fact that the Council met so far from the West meant

"that Councillors from other districts were not alive to

its problems. One reason for West Cumberland's low
profile among the depressed areas was the difficulty it
had in‘making its views known in Carlisle, let alone
London.

Isolation was the main problem faced by West
Cumberland. The roads and railways skirted the
mountains, hugging the coast. To the south the links
were particularly tortuous because of the long detours
that had to be made around the estuaries of the Duddon
and the Leven. Locally, suggestions were made to end
the isolation by Building roads across the mountains but

such ideas were opposed by conservationists:

o en
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It is very hard for a district to be perpetually

cribbed, cabined and confined because two or

three individuals wish to keep the dales pretty

much as they were when the Noachian deluge first

dried. Why should the convenience of the population

be sacrificed to the penchant of a coterie for

wildness and solitude?49
The problem of preserving the amenities of the Lake District
was to be a perpetual trial for those who sought to increase
employment in West Cumberland. South Wales faced some
similar problems, but not to the same extent, as its
industrial area was not so dominated by its regions of
natural beauty. The proximity of the Lake District was a
mixed blessing to industrial West Cumberland.50

Attempts were made locally to draw attention to the
problems of the area. Local authorities, urged on by
their ratepayers, joined in the widespread demand that
uneployment should be made a national charge in order to
relieve the poor rates.Sl Local MP's throughout the
1920's tried to persuade the government to adopt policies
favourable to the industries of West Cumberland.s2 The
area did not, however, rely entirely on the prospect of
Government/aid. In 1929 a Regional Planning Committee
was formed, supported by a %od. rate from nineteen local
authorities. The committee commissioned Leslie
Abercrombie, Professor of Civic Design at Liverpool

University, to prepare a survey of the region, stressing

its advantages to industrialists. Local businessmen
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established the Maryport Development Company whose aim was
to improve the amenities of the town, particularly the Sea
Brows, so that it could develop as a seaside resort.

People in Cumberland thus showed some awareness of the need
for diversity of industry. But the county's problems, like
those of the other depressed areas, were so intractable

that self-help alone was not sufficient: there was real

need of government aid.

[

Traditional Responses To a New Problem

Unemployment was not new to Britain; it had been a
chronic political problem since the 1880'5.53 But
unemployment after 1920 was different from that of
Edwardian England. Before the war, whether cyclical,
frictional or seasonal, unemployment had been essentially
a short-term problem. These fluctuations continued during
the 1920's, but they were superimposed on a hard core of
almost a million men and women who faced long-term
unemployment because of the contraction of the basic
industries. Another difference was that before 1914, the
gsouth had been the major victim of unemployment, whereas
after 1920 unemployment was concentrated in more isolated
districts, away from the centre of affairs. This change
in the nature of the problem was not immediately apparent,

either to the government or to private welfare agencies.

Consequently the response of both government and
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philanthropy to the proble$§'of the 1920's was very
traditional.

In the early 1920's, the idea prevailed in
government circles that unemployment resulted from the
temporary dislocation in trade occasioned by the political
and economic chaos in Europe. Government economic
policies thus demonstrated a complete lack of understanding
of the long temm trends in the British economy. 1913 set
the standard: as late as 1927 the Ministry of Labour hailed
the year as "the nearest approach to normal since the

w54
war.

Economic policy was consequently directed towards
restoring the position that had prevailed in 1913. This
meant that the restoration of the Gold Standard at its
prewar level was of paramount importance. It would
stimulate international trade and help Britain recover her
superiority in world finance.

From 1920 to 1925 successive governments aimed to
restore gold. The desirability of the move was generally
accepted by economists and financiers who agreed that an °
essential preliminary was a policy of deflation to bring
\the pound back to its prewar parity with the dollar:
$4.86. The move was opposed by some industrialists but
they lacked the political power to impose their views.55
The bank rate was raised, government spending was cut and

the note issue was reduced in an attempt to raise the

pound to its prewar rate. By December, 1924, aided by
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speculation, the pound stood at $4.79 and this encouraged
Churchill to return to the Gold Standard at prewar parity

in 1925.°%

At $4.86 British exports were overpriced, a
disadvantage which was increased by the fall in world
prices after 1925 which caused several of Britain's
competitors to devalue. The weak balance of payments
forced the Bank of England to keep interest rates high,
to prevent an outflow of gold, and this discouraged
industrial investment. The returnto gold was opposed by
industrialists:

Many people have a feeling of pride when they see

the pound sterling is standing at par in New York,

put few_people ask themselves what ggfect on home
industries currency exchanges have.
Far from st?mulating the export trades, the restoration of
gold aggravated their difficulties.

In subor§inating the role of unemployment to the
restoration of gold, the governments of the 1920's were
fulfilling traditional assumptions about the role of the
government in the economy. The government was not
expected to control the overall level of activity in the
economy, but was simply to provide a stable climate in
which economic forces could operate freely. The rationale
against direct government involvement became known as
"the Treasury view." Proponents of this view assumed that

the market inherently tended towards an equilibrium at

vhich resources were fully used. They argued that at any
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one time there was a fixed amount of capital available

for investment. If the government intervened in the
economy, there would be no net addition to production, there
would only be more public output and less private.

Private investment might, however, be adversely affected
because gﬁvernment intervention might upset business
confidence, while borrowing for investment would raise the
interest rate against the private sector. Thus at best,
government spending would make no difference, at worst it

>8 On these grounds,

could affect private industry.
governments in the 1920's rejected a policy of direct
intervention through large scale work programmes to help
the unemployed. The National Debt also hindered the
development ‘'of an active policy: attempts to reduce the
debt decreased the money available for other expenditure,
while the debt's very existence reinforced prejudices
against government borrowing.59
Both the parties.which formed governments in the
1920's accepted this view of their role. Most
Conservatives accepted the Treasury view; there was no

60 Direct

firmly based theoretical argument against it.
intervention by the government would just hamper the

gradual return to normality which would follow from the
restoration of gold. Baldwin's deflationary policy was
seen as "restoring the health of the patient who is now

61

about to enjoy a normal life." Some Conservatives,
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particularly L.S. Amery, saw protection as the solution
for the economy, but after the defeat of 1923 their
arguments were ignored by the party leadership. The
Labour Party's attitude was that unemployment could not be
solved under capitalism62 and its members looked to the
future introducffjp of socialism as a solution. The
Party rejectedrrevolution, preferring a piecemeal approach
to the milleni ,63 but it had no interim solutions to the
problem of unempigyment, except for a demand that the
unemployed should get more maintenance In the meantime,
Philip Snowden, the party's financial expert, adhered
rigidly to the Treasury view, This relative quiescence
reduced the pressure on the Conservatives to develop a more

64 Neither party was complacent. Each

active polic§.
felt helpless when faced with the rising unemployment
figqures, but feared to tamper with the situation, for fear
of making everything worse.65
Political pressure meant that a direct attack on
unemployment could not be eschewed completely. In 1920
the Unemployment Grants Committee was established to give
grants to local authorities which were providing work to
relieve unemployment. Work was done on such schemes as
sewage works, land reclamation and the provision of

recreation grounds and municipal buildings.66 The Road

Board also provided some employment. The net effect of
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such public works was very small; the numbers employed
varied from 10,000 to 59,000 while the numbers of unemployed
ranged between 900,000 and over two million.67 Much of
the initiative for the schemes rested with local
authorities and this caused delay and confusion.68 The
grants covered only part of the cost; this reduced expense
for the central government but it meant that local
authorities in poorer areas were unwilling to take action
for fear of adding a further burden to the rates in tinmes
that were already hard. Public works were expensive and,
organised in such a haphazard way, they produced
comparatively little employment. They were disliked by
the labour movement whose members felt that the work
involved was' demeaning to skilled men and resented the fact
that the wages were often lower than union rates. The
schemes were introduced as ad hoc palliatives; there was
no idea of using them in a systematic way as counter-
cyclical schemes as suggested in the minority report of

the Poor Law Commission of 1909;69

in the downswing of
the cycle, local authorities were even less likely to want
to increase their indebtedness.

Another traditional remedy which all the governments
of the 1920's encouraged was emigration, but this was an

increasingly difficult solution to implement. After 1918

the traditional receiving areas outside the Empire, the
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U.S.A. and South America, began to feel they were reaching
their limits and introduced restrictions. The 1922 Empire
Settlement Act was the most important of several attempts
to encourage emigration to the Dominions, but it was not
very successful. As the prices of primary products began
to falter later in the decade, the Dominions became even
less enthusiastic. In the 1920's emigration from Britain
was about 130,000 a year, only 40% of the prewar rate,
while by the 1930's there was a net influx of immigrants.70
In the absence of an active policy to reduce
unemployment, the problem of the maintenance of the
unemployed loomed large. The unemployment insurance scheme
had been devised to cope with the conditions of Edwardian
England, with short term unemployment. The insured worker
was entitled to twenty six weeks of benefit, after which,
if‘he had not found work, he became the responsibility of
the local poor law authorities, and was classed as a pauper.
This scheme was totally inadequate to deal with the problem
of surplus labour and long term structural unemployment
which appeared in the 1920's. Men who lost their jobs
through the permanent contraction of the basic industries
had small prospect of finding work again before their
period of benefit expired. But to throw them on the Poor
Law, especially when so many of them had recently been

fighting for their country, could not be tolerated.
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Consequently the Unemployment Insurance Act was subjected
to frequent change: there were eighteen amending acts
between 1920 and 1930. The main aiq of the chanées was
to provide some intermediate aid between the insurance
benefits and the Poor Law, without compromising the
insurance principle of the original act. However unlike
the insurance scheme in none of these intermediate

schemes was benefit received as a right, it was subject to

some sort of means test.71

Eventually, however, the
unemployed were still likely to become a burden on the
Poor Law and on the local rates. This caused widespread
opposition in the depressed areas, where the burden was
greatest,72 but throughout the 1920's, governments
remained still unwilling to undertake full responsibility
for the support of the unemployed.

Apart from the insurance scheme and the Poor Law,
direct relief of the unemployed was left, as had been usual
in the past, to private charity.73 The need for relief
was great, as the benefit provided by official institutions
was usually barely adequate to cover the daily needs of
life. The reliance on the philanthropic community as the
first line of defence in dealing with any social problem
was well established in Britain. Only when the resources

of charity were inadequate was the government expected to

step in. This attitude was summed up by Neville
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Chamberlain, Minister of Health from 1925 to 1929:
There is no pleasure like the pleasure of giving.
A fund ... appealing to private benevolence
institutes a kindly neighbourly feeling among the
people who realise that they are members of a
community which is a real brotherhood, and I think
that is a precious thing, worthy of praise and
imitation, not sneers.... Until we are satisfied
that all efforts of that kind are really exhausted
and nothing more can be done, I feel unwilling to
entertain the idea that public money could be used
for this purpose.’4
At first in the depressed areas, private relief was
organised locally. The mayors of towns traditionally had
a responsibility for organising fund raising for the poor,
and institutions often had charities for specific functions.
In Cumberland, the police force, for example, had a clog
fund for children. In addition there were o0ld endowed
charities such as Piper's Kitchen in Whitehaven which
supplied food to those in need. The work of such local
charities was considerable: one observer in South Wales
reported "a universal consensus that without private charity
the children would go naked and barefoot."75
Local charities, however, were insufficient to deal
with the problems of the distressed areas. Prolonged
distress meant that local resources were inadequate, but
two problems made it difficult for the areas to attract aid
from national philanthropic sources. First, the people

of the areas were blamed for their own difficulties. When

the Society of Friends established its Industrial Crisis
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Committee to help the areas in 1926, it was unable to
get any support from the national press because, in the
aftermath of the General Strike, the men were blamed for
their own situation.76 Another problem was that they
received little publicity because they were too far from
London:
Indeed, the average man, away from the centres of
depression, has come to suspect that it
(unemployment) is a statistical fiction, knowing
as he does that the standard of life of the mass
of people around him has been well maintained.?7
For much of the 1920's the particular problems of
the distressed areas received little attention from either
governments or philanthropy. Though some attempts were
made to deal with the problem of unemployment they were

ineffective. By the end of 1927, it was becoming obvious

that traditional methods of relief were inadequate.

In 1928 the depressed areas began to receive more
particular public attention. This was possibly a result
of the South Wales Hunger March which began in November
13927. Though at the time the marchers were attacked in
the press as being Communist-inspired, in the following
months the public was increasingly exposed to the social
problems of the areas, especially South Wales. Newspapers
and periodicals sent off reporters to investigate the
78

situation and dramatic, emotional articles resulted.

Most of the articles gave vivid descriptions of social
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conditions but had no real solution to the problem except
to say that something must be done.

The publicity stimulated a great outburst of
philanthropic activity. In April, 1928, a traditional
form of aid was revived by the Mansion House. The Lord
Mayors of London, Cardiff and Newcastle established a fund
to "help the women and children who are suffering on account
of the continuing depression in the coal mining industry."79
The cmission of the men perhaps implied reservations about
their responsibility for the distress: At first the fund
was distributed only in the North East and South Wales but
it was gradually extended to other areas and to men other
than coalminers. Cumberland became a beneficiary towards

80

the end of the year. The government supported the work

by donating {1 for every #1 received in voluntary sub-

scriptions to the Fund.81

This support was also extended
to some other charitable organisations, such as the Society
of Friends Coalfields Distress Committee. Other
philanthropic acitivites proliferated. St. Martin in the
Fields "adopted” Mountain Ash; the Spectator adopted
Aberdare.82 The Friends established settlements at Maes-
yr-haf and Brynmawr. The National Council of Social
Service and the Workers' Educational Association began

occupational and educational work among the unemployed. At

first the focus was on coalminers, prompting one commentator
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to point out that the distress had lasted much longer among

steel workers and shipyard workers.83

By the end of 1928,
the problem of the distregssed areas had thus become a
problem of significant public concern and this increased
pressure on the government to do more than support
charitable activity.

In terms of government policy too, 1928 marked a
shift though a less dramatic one. Hancock has suggested
that it was during 1927 that Baldwin's government began to
think more seriously "about unemployment as a long term

reality."84

By then the old excuses for the problems of
the export industries - instability in Europe or labour
disputes - had been shown by the passage of time to be
fallacious. ' For the first time in the decade, a British
government was forced to face the problem of the permanent
contraction of several of theald industries. Accepting
the inevitability of the situation, one civil servant
summed up the assumptions of the government's policy during
1928 and 1929:
the only hope is in the redistribution of
population. This can only be done by economic
pressure, Unemployment benefit and Poor Law
relief already reduce this pressure. It would
be fatal to introduce relief measures.
The aims of the government thus tended to contradict those

of the philanthropic organisations. Already in 1927 the

Ministry of Health had supersgseded two Boards of Guardians
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in the depressed areas, because their relief rates had been
too generous. Though this move had been designed as an
economy measure, its effect was to increase economic
pressure in the areas.

In January 1928 the Industrial Transference Board
was established, marking official recognition of the
structural and regional nature of Britain's economic
problems. The Board was to investigate the possibility of
removing surplus workers from thé depressed areas. Its
report, published in July 1928, recommended "the dispersal
of the heavy concentrations of unemployment by the active
encouragement of movement from the depressed areas to other
areas."ss It was promptly implemented. Employers in the
proéperops areas were invited, in a circular letter from
Baldwin, to take transferees. Local authorities were
offered extra grants from the Unemployment Grants Committee
if they took 50% of the labour from the depressed areas.

In the depressed areas, men who volunteered for transference
were vetted by the Labour Exchanges. Successful applicants
were given grants to help with expenses, and sometimes were
given extra training. Social service organisations in the
prosperous areas were enlisted to help the transferees,
especially if they were juVeniles.87 The scheme initially

seemed successful: those who were transferred were the pick

of the unemployed. But by 1929 the séheme was faltering;

- B o A
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the Ministry of Labour blamed this on "a change in the
quality of men coming forward for transfer."88
Unemployment, especially after 1929, was high even in the
prosperous areas and this limited the success of the scheme.
Transference almost stopped during the depression years
1930-32. Nevertheless it remained an important aspect of
government policy until 1939, despite criticism of the
harm it did to the donor areas.89
The Local Government Act of 1929 also had an impact
on the position of the areas. The Act was a compromise
between Churchill's and Chamberlain's views on how to solve
the problem of the high rate burden in the depressed areas.90
It was not an attempt to bring relief to the areas, but an
attempt to ehsure that existing industries there should not
be disadvantaged by having to pay high rates. Under the
Act, though poor relief still remained a local responsibility,

)1 To help trade,

it was organised more efficiently.
industrial premises were relieved of 75% of their rates.
This relief was also extended to railways, on condition

that the money was used to reduce freight rates. The basis
of Treasury grants to local authorities Qas changed: block
grants, weighted according to such factors as population
and unemployment, replaced the old percentage grants which

had favoured the wealthy areas. This legislation relieved

the areas of some of their burdens, but again it was’

R A
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essentially a long term measure.

The government's meagre response was criticised even
by some of its own supporters. Robert Hudson, MP \ for
Whitehaven, suggested that the policy of transfer be
reversed; he wanted to use some of the money from the
Lord Mayor's Fund to support an investigation into the ¢
industrial prospects of the depressed areas and to encourage

92 Some Conservative back-benchers

industry to go there.
were reported to be discussing"the geographical as well as
the functional treatment of unemployment" and to be
suggesting that some of the worst areas should be
administered "by a Commission armed with full powers and
adequate financial resources."93 Though these suggestions
were vague, they emphasise the general impatience which was
felt at the government's lack of policy; there was an
increasing feeling that some form of government intervention
was necessary.

By theend of 1928 there was real fear that the
situation in the areas would lead to outbreaks of violence.
After meeting a deputation of Welsh miners one Ministry of
Health official worried that "the situation is becoming
dangerous ... as far as we are concerned the issue is
whether the screw might not have been turned too tight."94

Attention was also paid to the North East, another official

remarking "I have long thought that any outbreak would be
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more serious in Durham than South Wales."95 In the

R

January and April 1929 the Ministry of Health investigated
conditions in the North East and South Wales though

Chamberlain refused to publish the report896

- possibly
because they became available only a month before the
General Election.

Unemployment was the main issue in the 1929 election.
Lloyd George produced the most spectacular programme, based
on the study which the Liberal Industrial group had made of

unemployment.97

He claimed to be able to conquer
unemployment within two years. The Baldwin government,
with its slogan of "safety first” seemed complacent in a
time of such crisis. The Labour Party benefitted from the
concern with unemployment and its proposals for such schemes
as housing, development of electricity, forestry work and
roads loocked almost as good as those of the Liberals.98
The Labour gerrnment which emerged after the election was
expected to be more active in dealing with unemployment,99
but it was to be its misfortune to have to deal with the
problem of a general world depression.

The centre of the world slump of 1930-33 was the
United States. The fall in Amerxican lending and buying
caused a contraction of output throughout the world.100

Britain did not suffer as badly as the United States and

Germany, but the rising unemployment figures, which passed
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the two million mark in April, 1930, 101 put acute

pressure on the government. The Labour leaders were caught
between the limitations of their economic outlook and
their political commitment to the working class and the

102

unemp loyed. Despite the arquments of Oswald Mosley and

the ILP, most members of the Cabinet felt that the world

crisis was not a time for experiment.103

Hugh Dalton
remembered "the terrible and growing defeatism almost
everywhere about the possibility of reducing the number

of the unemployed. That any schemes for new work could
really make much difference seemed to more and more people

»n104

less and less likely. In this situation, the problems

of the depressed areas tended to be overlooked. The
government initiated economic surveys of some depressed

areas in the spring of 1931los

but no specific policies
were introduced to help them. In its economic policy,
the government drifted, neither deflating as actively as
financial interests desired nor taking any bold new steps.
In August, 1931, a crisis developed when the pressureof
financial interests became too strong. The resulting
resignation of the Labour government and the formation of
the National Government set the stage for the 1930'5.106
The 1920's had been years of disillusion for many
Britons. The postwar hopes had vanished and the long term

weaknesses in the economy became apparent. From 1920,

D i s
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severe dislocation was experienced in the depressed areas
but it was not until 1928 that their problems began to get
much public attention. Afraid of an interventionist
policy, governments of the 1920's were content to allow
much of the relief of the areas to be the responsibility
of private philanthropy. During the world slump the
depressed areas and the depressed industries continued to
experience levels of unemployment which were significantly
higher than average.107 The awareness of their

difficulties, however, was submerged in the concern with

national problems and for a time they were forgotten.
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CHAPTER 2 ]

THE DEPRESSED AREAS 1931-4:
THE PRESSURE FOR ACTION

The Political Scene

The National Government, elected in 1931, remained
in power for the rest of the decade. Insulated by its i

huge parliamentary majorityl

" in its early years it had a E

free hand in the formulation of policy, subject more to
pressure from its own suppofters than from outside
influences. Of the leading figureé in the Cabinet,
MaéDonald, Baldwin and Chamberlain, the latter was the most
influential in domestic policy.2 As Chancellor of the
Exchequer in a government which owed its existence to an
economic crisis, his position was very powerful, and in
budgetary matters he usually got his own way.3 Described
by one subordinate as “clear sighted and competent, with a
' leaning to orthodoxy and a distaste for high flying, " 4
Ghamberlain was not the maq\ES introduce a New Deal for the
unemployed; instead his polic;\ﬁas always in line with the
cautious approach of the Treaﬁury.

Chamberlain shared the common doub%g about the

economic role of government. During the interwar period,

R T P

the idea that the government could or should play a major

role in economic policy was still novel. Though official
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intervention in the economy had increased, especially after
1914, this was not always accepted as being a valid sphere
of government activity. For instance, Lionel Robbinsg, the
economist, argued that by intervening in economic life
"parliaments are assuming responsibility for more than they
can properly supervise, ... When governments bite off more

than they can chew, they don't do their own business

properly."5 Chamberlain supported the view that government

policy should be minimal:

the quickest and most effective contribution which

any government can make towards an increase of

employment is to create conditions which will
encourage and facilitate improvement in ordinary

trade. 6
Thus under the National Government economic policy was
limited to thé attempt to secure the confidence of
businessmen, so that the private sector could lead Britain
out of depression.

The fostering of business confidence, not a direct
attack on the problem of unemployment, was thus the primary
aim of the National Government and its advisers.
Consequently Chamberlain rejected the idea of work schemes
for the unemployed. These were regarded as being counter-
productive in the long run, as they inhibited private
investment. A significant short-run objection was that

such schemes involved an increase in government spending

at a time when revenue was falling because of depression.
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They could only be financed by a government deficit - but
it _was essential to ensure business %onfidence that the
budget be balanced.7 In pinning his hopes on recovery in
the private sector, Chamberlain was following the
conventional economic wisdom of the day.

As events were to show, Chamberlain's economic
orthodoxy could be modified by political circumstances,
but in the early years of the National Government there
were few groups with sufficient influence to mount an
effective challenge to his policy. The Labour Party was
weak in parliament, and the weight of debate fell on a few
people.8 In any case the party had little more than
ad hoc schemes to offer; 4t was not until after 1935 that
it began to Aevelop short-term plans for dealing with the
transition to socialism which it believed must inevitably
comes. The Trade Unions, though not devoid of ideas for
tackling the economic crisis, were forced into a defensive
posture by falling membership. Most union 1e$ders
concentrated on safeguarding the interestgpof their
members rather than on pressuring the government to develop
policies to help the unemployed.lo

The unemployed themselves put little pressure on
the government. Under the auspices of the National

Unemployed Workers Movement (NUWM) hunger marches were

organised and there were local troubles, but such
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disturbances never posed a real threat. The leaders of the

movement were Communists. This hindered their chances

of attracting a large membership, as the majority of the
unemployed looked to the Labour Party for leadership.
Though they were prepared to join in demonstrations
protesting particular grievances, very few of them actually
joined the movement. In order to get support, the NUWM
was forced to concern itself more with specific problems,
such as injustices in the administration of unemployment
Irelief, rather than with working towards revolutionary

political aims.11

This piecemeal approach, while
perhaps explaining the movement's wide though 8poradic
appeal, also reduced its threat to the government. In
any case, the inner leadership of the movement appears to
have included one police informer, so that had there been
any danger, the government would have been forewarned.12
The NUWM in Cumberland reflected the national
difficulties of the movement. Led by John Rafferty, a
Maryport clogger, it drew most of its support from Cleator
M&br and Maryport, the most depressed districts in the

county. Rafferty received little support for his

A e L

specifically Communist activities such as the calling of
public meetings to hear prominent Communist speakers.13
His popular support was based on his willingness to

organise pressure on the Public Assistance Committees and
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on his provision‘of social facilities. His ¥Working Lads'
Sports Club, founded in 1930 and gov;rned by "Russian
parliamentary methods” seems to hava’been the first club
in the area to provide activities for the unemployed.14
The experience of the NUWM showed that the government had
little to fear from the jobless.

Though there were protests at the government's
economic policy there was no consensus as to what should
be done. Keynes' ideas were not yet fully developed. As
he worked them out he frequently changed his mind, and so
his credibility was reduced: "Keynes was a man of changing
if not of short views."15 The general thrust of his
policy proposals, however, remained consistent from 1932.
He advocated low interest rates to encourage investment,
protective tariffs and large scale investment in public
works) financed by borrowing. Public works were necessary,
he argued, to raise the level of demand. Increased demand
would stimulate private investment to take advantage of low
interest rates.16 In other words he emphasised the
importance of demand in stimulating supply. In this he was
opposed by more traditional economists such as Lionel
Robbins, who concentrated on supply and prices. Costs
were too high, he arqued, partly because of "disequilibrium

in the labour market,” if wages were reduced, costs would

be reduced, prices would fall, demand would increase, and
/
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consequently so would production and employment. He
disagreed with the introduction of any rigidities into
the economic system by the operation of trade unions,
cartels or gOVernments.l7 Another major economist, A.C.
Pigou, while supporting Keynes on the need for public
works, agreed with Robbins on the importance of wage
rigidity as a factor in unemployment.18 ?he lack of .
any consensus among academic economists meant that the
Treasury remained wary of "experts" and confirmed
Chamberlain in his determination to stick to traditional
policies.

The world economic crisis indicated to some
leaders of opinion that capitalism was in grave difficulty,
and served to stimulate interest in ideas of planning.
This interest stemmed from the 1920's concern with
rationalisation and was also influenced by the Soviet
Union's Five Year Plan. In 1931, a group of businessmen,
academics, civil servants and professional people founded
Political and Economic Planning . (PEP) which was to provide
valuable studies of industries and social services in
Britain. Such a group represented "middle opinion" in
Britain - people concerned to save capitalism by making

19 The planners remained distinct from

it more rationﬁl.
the Keynesians. Their more pragmatic, less theoretical

approach, had more appeal for the government, which
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eventually did adopt some of their ideas. In the early
part of the decade however, they had not gained

regspectability; Harold Macmillan, one of the groups' most

- P y ) 5
LR PO S

prominent spokesmen, was still regarded as "a crank and a
bit of a bore."20
Given the weakness of groups outside or peripheral
to the government, the main pregsure on Chamberlain came
from within the Conservative Party, from those MP's
returned for northern individual seats in the flush of
enthusiasm for the National Gove;nment. Realising that
their situation was precarious unless something was done
to alleviate the situat}on of the unemployed in their
constituencies, ;hey formed an alliance within the Commons
known as the 'Northern Group. As individuals, sitting for
seats which the Conservatives would not normally expect to

take, they did not pull much weight, but as a group they

could occasionally exert some pressure. Harold Macmillan,

[P URI

the group's most forcible speaker, estimated its number at
forty.21 Another member was William Nunn, MP for
Whitehaven, whose particular interest was the revival of

iron ore mining. He protested strongly against United

B e A a

Steel's importing foreign ore into Workington and tried to
persuade the government to require steel manufacturers to
use a fixed percentage of British ore in high grade steel.zz

The group was able to put some pressure on the government

B B e,
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and did gain some minor concessions%Bbut self-interest
dictated that they should not carry opposition so far as to
imperil the government's chances of re-election. Thus, to
a great extent, the governmment, with Chamberlain's
guidance, had a relatively free hand in develobing its
econamic policies.

The Economic Policies of the
National Government

The depressed areas of the 1520'9 bore the brunt of
the national depression which developed in 1931l. This
depression had originated overseas. It was in the export
sector where its effects were first felt: export values
fell from £848 million to £422 million between 1929 and
1932.24 Producers of capital goods were also affected
much more than producers of consumer goods. As producers
of exports and of capital goods the depressed areas
suffered while areas with newer industries were less
afflicted. The disparity was reflected in the regional
unemployment figures. In West Cumberland, 31.7% of the

25 The

workforce was unemployed in 1931 and 41.3% in 1932.
areas were also denied one means of relief as high
unemployment elsewhere restricted the opportunities for
migration. The number of assisted transfers fell from

19,000 in 1931 to 8,000 in 1933.°%°
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Though the regional disparities were obvious, it

was the national aspects of the depression which concerned

e . TS N
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the government. As in the 1920's, it was hoped that, once
Britain's trading position had been restored, the depressed
areas would gradually share in the benefits. The aim of
Chamberlain was to balance the budget, achieve monetary
stability and thus restore confidence in\Britain's
international trading position. In 1931 economy measures
were introduced to balance the budget; unemployment
benefits and the salaries of public employees were cut and
taxes were raised. Construction projects, which might have
helped the -unemployment situation, were cut back.27 A
deflationary situation was to be countered by more deflation.
Expenditure bas also reduced by lowering interest rates:
this enabled the conversion of the National Debt in 1932.28
Once the immediate crisis had passed there was still no
attempt at reflation despite widespread demands in the press
and some pressure from MacDonald, the Prime Minister?9
The depressed areas were affected in several ways
by the austerity measures. Reductions in unemployment
benefit forced some families to turn to the Public i
Assistance Committees (PAC's) for aid, which increased the
burden on local rates. The ending of public work schemes

affected opportunities for employment. In Cumberland, the

County Council's road schemes and plans for slum clearance
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in whitehaven, and a new school in Workington, were all
abandoned.30 The area's amenities were thus affected,
making it even more unattractive to any potential new
employers. Though retrenchment affected all parts of the
country, its effects were especially pernicious in the
depressed areas, where there was a greater need for the
services that had been cut.

Anothgr government policy which had mixed
implications for some of the depressed areas was the
introduction of protection. The general tariff of 1932
was quickly followed by the Ottawa agreements, which
attempted to establish a measure of imperial preference.
Though Baldwin had defended the tariff on the grounds that
it was the best policy "for the purpose of helping the
employment of our people,“31 the effects of protection on
employment were diverse. The iron and steel industry
recovered under protection, but this was mainly because of
rationalisation, a policy which did not necessarily increase
enmp loyment. In any case, tariffs helped home industries
rather than the export trades, which were the staples of the
depressed areas. Tariffs also encouraged retaliation by
trading partners which further hampered exports. In addition,
reciprocity agreements varied in their impact on the distressed

areas. Tariff agreements with Scandinavia encouraged the export of
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coal from the North East, but German and Polish coal, %
now excluded from its traditional markets, was turned to

Southern and Western Europe to the detriment of the Welsh ;
export trade. Nor did the tariff cover imports of raw

materials, so the Cumbrian iron ore industry remained

unprotected. Though ore production increased slightly

owing to the recovery of iron and steel, increased imports

of foreign orxe meant that Cumbrian production never

recovered to the levels of the late 1920's, let alone those

32

of the prewar years. o

The adoption of protection made it possible for
the government to engage in a tariff war with Eire which

began in 1932, The campaign was political in intent but

economic in effect.33 The Irish imposed 20% duties on

British products including coal, with disastrous effects

for Cumberland.34 The county's coal shipments to the Free

State were halved during 1932; its Ulster trade was also
affected as some of the coal shipped to Belfast had been
re-exported to Eire. Though most of the collieries were
affected, Whitehaven was the worst hi;;only one of its

four mines was still working at the end of the year.35

In 1933 Whitehaven harbour had its worst year since 1878.36

In Augqust the same year, the Whitehaven Colliery Company
was wound up, the directors claiming that the Irish

gsituation was "the last straw,"37 Fortunately a new firm,
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Priestman Piele of County Durham, took over the company
and started production the following month. All William
Nunn could do was tell his constituents that "Whitehaven
is suffering, unfortunately, from the effect of national

policy. It is unfortunate, but obvious, that that policy

cannot be altered,"38

In an attempt to improve Britain's industrial
position, the government used the tariff to encourage the
formation of cartels and the fixing of prices and quotas
in several industries. But rationalisation was to be self-
imposed; there was no question of direct government
intervention, Chamberlain and Walter Runciman, President of
the Board of Trade, maintained that the government had no

right to dictate to industrialists, who were the best

judges of their own interests:

It is the right ... of those who control our
industries to plant them in areas where they
have the best chance of succeeding. That

economic pressure is one of the best tests
that anyone could devise. 39

The tariff was not to be used to coerce industrialists to

move to the depressed areas.

Rationalisation was seldom to the advantage of
the distressed areas. Its benefits accrued to

industrialists rather than to workers. Jarrow, the most

famous victim of the process, lost its shipyard to the

cartel, National Shipbuilders' Security, while a plan to
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develop a steel plant there was quashed by the Iron and
Steel Federation.?? In cumberland, the 1930 Coal Act
caused smaller collieries to be closed as companies
concentrated their effort on larger pits.41 Such schemes
did not necessarily lead to more efficient production and
modernisation, but often tended merely to eliminate excess

capacity and thus keep prices high. * With reduced

competition even old plant could be made to run at a profit.

Where there was increased efficiency, there was an increase

in productivity and consequently a fall in manpower
requirements. Rationalisation did put industries in a
more competitive position, but it intensified the problems
of unemployment, particularly in the depressed areas.

The ;bsence of any direct help from the government
meant that the dpressed areas were thrown back on their
own resources. Initiatives came mainly from the local
development organisations. One of the earliest and most
important of these was the Lancashire Development Council,
founded in 1931. Supported by local authorities and
businessmen, it attempted to attract new industries to the
county, mainly by advertising. In other areas too,
regional development organisations were started. In
Cumberland, however, the effort was fragmented. Maryport,
Workington and Whitehaven each had their own development

organisations. Their main aim seems to have been to
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increase business for the small tradesman by the promotion
of carnivals and shopping weeks.42 Their attempts to attract
industry through advertisement proved ineffectual.43
The main problem in West Cumberland was lack of
co-ordination. There were no obvious local leaders who
could unite the axea's efforts. The local aristocrats, the
Lowthers and the Leconfields, were uninterested in lending
the prestige of their name to any local efforts. Nor were
there any major industrialists in the area. United Steel,
the largest industrial concern, had its headquarters elsewhere.
Major Hibbert, the owner of the Millom and Askam Haematite
Company, was not a natural leader. And local particularism
prevented any co-operation among local authorities. The
special animosity between Maryport and Workington was displayed
in the columns of the West Cumberland News.44 This
particularism destroyed attempts to move the County Council
offices away from Carlisle, so that the County rgther than the
City would benefit from the rates paid for the offices. The
squabbles over whether the offices should move to Cockermouth,
Maryport or Workington excited the derision of the Carlisle

press,45 prevented the proponents of the move from presenting

a united front, and ensured that the offices stayed in
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Carlisle. West Cumberland did not achieve even the limited
leverage that a united development organisation would have
provided for the ceounty.

Local initiative did, however, have oneachievement to
its credit. In 1931, under‘the Labour Government, the Board
of Trade had commissioned surveys of depressed areas. Despite
local protests, é;mberland had not been included in the areas
to be investigated. 1In 1932, at the instigation of the Local
Employment Committees, enough local funding was raised to
finance a private survey. Two Manghester University economists
were engaged to examine the economic structure of the area and

its prospects for future development.46

The publication of the survey caused much'excitement
locally, though it had very little national impact. The
report was bleak, suggesting that there were few opportunities
for new industries in West Cinberland, that the prospects for
the basic industries were poor and that transference would

47

have to be the main remedy. Naturally, guch tidings were

“unpopular in Cumberland. The report encouraged William

Nunn to call a conference at éockermouth to discuss the

area's future. Nearly a hundred representatives of local

5
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authorities, businessmen and unions in the County attended,

including the Labour MP for Workington, Tom Cape.

Committees were set up to examine the prospects of individual

local industries from a more positive angle.48

of th?se,
the iron ore committee was the only one which seems to;have
been at all productive: it reached tentative agreements
w}th the royalty owners over plans for a central pumping

49 The

a.nd drainage scheme to reduce production costs.
meeting was significant because it was the first time that
the representatives of so many interests in the area had
come toéethgr to discuss common broblems.

. In 1933, the County Council belatedly paid some
attention to the problems of the west. An Unemployment
Committee was formed, chaired by Ambrose Callighan, the

. \
local blast-furnacemen's leader. Most of the committee

50 At their

members seem to have been trade unionists.
neetings, they concentrated on the need for pubiic works,
particularly road schemes as communications were seen as

the key to West Cumberland's problems. Of ten opposed by

€

* the Finance Committee and by councillors from other parts

of the county, the committee does not seem to have achieved
very much.

The economic policies of the early years of the
National Government were directed more towards recovery

from the slump in the trade cycle than towards rectifying

\
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the structural problems of the depressed areas. The
regional problem was ignored. In thege circumstances, the
stricken areas had to fend for themselves. Though

Cumber;land's attempts at self-resuscitation were limited,

e T e epnlia, | T S

even well-organised areas such as Lancashire ultimately
fared no better. At a time when unemployment was high
everywhere, there could not be much hope for "natural®

improvement in the most distressed places, and the

R ot WA N I PN SRRt

experience of 1931-1933 showed that local effort was
unavailing. Much more positive national effort was

necessary.

.. e e Tt

Public Relief ‘ r;
Though government spokesmen claimed that their policies
for fostering trade and industry would in the long run
diminish unemployment, Chamberlain along with his colleagues
and advisers was pessimistic about the prospects for

51

improvement. By the early 1930's this attitude was

P S

widespread:

Nowadays the exigencies of our economic system
are such that full work for wages is something
less than a right .... There are times and
places where work for all cannot be provided
without flying in the face of economics and
sound statesmanship.52

1

Similar views were accepted by many of the voluntary
53
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organisations. Official acceptance of the permanence

of unemployment was symbolised by the choice of 1929 rather

.
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than 1913 as the "normal” year for the purpose of
statistical comparison of economic indices in the 1930's.
In 1929, unemployment stood at 10.4%. Jewkes and
Winterbottom arqued that‘for West Cumberland, "a return to
the conditibns of 1928-9 is as much as can be expected."54
The permanence of unemployment seemed to be confirmed
by the increase }n the numbers of the long~term unemployed,
usually defined as those who had been out of work for more
than a year. In 1932, 13.8% of the unemployed, 337,482
people, were in this category. By 1934 the figures had
risen to 24.2% and 366,500. In Cleator Moor and Frizington,
cases were reported of men having Eeen out of work for
twelve years.55 As one MP remarked, "the 'hard core'
apparently is not merely getting harder but is getting

56 In the depressed areas, the proportion of

bigger."
long-term unemployed was very high. In 1934 they formed
51.4% of the unemployed in what were to become the Special
Areas. The national average was 29.7%.57
The government, assuming the permanence of

unemployment, restricted its employment policies mainly to
the problem of relief. The insurance scheme was further
refined. As part of the economy campaign, contributions
were raised, benefits were cut and the length of time for
which benefit could be paid was limited to twenty-six
weeks. As a result, after years of debt, thé scheme was

58

self-supporting again by 1934. Once their benefit
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was exhausted, the unemployed could transfer to a system
of "transitional payments"; the scheme was financed by
the Treasury but the amount of money paid was determined
by the local PAC, who administered a household means test.59
The transitional payments were available to anyone over
eighteen who had paid a fixed number of contributions and
who could prove that he was normally engaged in insurable
employment. The scheme did reduce the burden of poor
relief for local authorities, but they still had
considerable responsibilities. Lower rates of benefit
meant that some families still needed supplementary benefit
from the PAC's and, especially in the depressed areds, as
time went on, increasing numbers of unemployed, unable to
qualify for insurance benefit or transitional payments,
became campletely dependent on the PAC'S.GO
This scheme of felief was generally unpopular.
The Treasury officials, suspicious of laxity in local
administration, did not like a system where they provided
money but had no control over expenditure. The PAC's,

operating among the unemployed and subject to local pressure, .

resented attempts by the central authority to tell them

.how to handle local problems: "These people think they

61 In Durham and Rotherham the PAC's

can boss the place."
were so recalcitrant that they were replaced by government

commissioners. The Cumbrian Committees did not go so far,
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but they wegg.periodically reprimanded by the Ministry of
Labour for their administration of the means test. Jack

Adams of the Workington PAC resisted:

Nobody on this committee is going to do their
dirty work ... and if we adopt the principle
the Ministry wishes us to, it is going to
encourage every working person in a house to
give up and qualify for relief. It is not k
fair in these times to penalise a man because
he is working.62
In 1932; the terms of the means test were relaxed slightly,
a change which eased the pressure on local afficials but

intensified the Treasury's hostility.
Rates continued to rise in the depressed areas and
the government was urged by its own backbenchers to take

some action.63‘

As a result of this pressure, Hilton Young,
the Minister of Health, proposed that the prosperous areas
should give up some of their block grant to make more money
available for rate relief in depressed areas. The wealthy
authorities refused to agree, so Young, realising that their
co-operation would be necessary when plans for changing the
relief system were completed, decided that instead, the
government should provide "the bare minimum ‘of temporary
help,"64 The Exchequer was to distribute £500,000 among

the poorer authorities to be used solely for the purpose of

reducing rates. It was not a large sum but it was sufficient

-

to achieve temporary peace.

In Cumberland rates were not very high, though the
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poor rate was above average, 4s8. 9d. in the £, compared with

a national average of 38.65 The poor rate was spread over

the county.' This was a greater advantage in Cumberland than,
for example in Durham, where virtually the whole county was
depressed. Cumbrian rates were low because the County

Council had followed the government's economy pqlicy with

an enthusiasm that was deprecated in the West of the county. Cut-
backs in social services had been so extreme that public

66

kealth standards were threatened. In addition in 1933,

the council decided to reduce the rates by 10d. by raiding
its balances.67 This caused a great outcry in the West.
Councillor Cusack of Workington pointed out that "the
balances had accrued in the heyday of the County and that
they accrued in the West where unemployment now existed:"
Along with other Labour members of the Council, he demanded
unsuccessfully that if the balances were to be raiged, the
money should be used to help the unemployed rather than the

ratspayers.68

Cumberland, despite its severe problems,
was thus one of the lowest-rated counties in England, though
its high poor rate ensured that the county ratepayers
received £3,785 of the parliamentary grant for the
distressed areas.69

The increasing burden of the poor rate in the

distressed areas fuelled the demand for making unemployment

a national charge. By the end of 1932, Chamberlain had
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70 buring 1933,

become convinced of the need for this.
plans for a new insurance scheme were hammered out in the
Cabinet and at the end of the year the new bill was
introduced into Parliament. It established a new category
of relief, "unemployment assistance,"” which was to be paid
when a man had exhausted his insurance. This was to be
paid mainly ffom national funds; only 5% was to come from
the counties and county boroughs. The scheme was to be
administered by a new body, the Unemployment Assistance
Board (UAB), whose functions also included looking after the
welfare of the unemployed. The bill was criticised on the
grounds that it treated the long~term unemployed as a
special class and provided "a new kind of centralised Poor
Law" for deafing with them.  The UAB was also criticised

1 The

because it was not subject to parliamentary controi.7
first part of the Act, which dealt with the insurance scheme,
came into operation in July, 1934: the second part, dealing
with Snemployment assistance, was due to start in January,
1935, This legislation comprised the government
’unemployment poliey. The Labour Party's cry in the past
haa been for "work or maintenance"; the National

Government's reply was to give maintenance, which was much

cheaper than giving work.

Private Relief: The Vdluntary Movement

In the absence of adequate government aid to reduce
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or relieve unemployment, much of the burden of relief was
borne, in the traditional way, by the philanthropic
community. At first,as with government policy, the needs
of the distressed areas were submerged ih concern with the
national problem. The persistence and intensity of the
problem meant that it became more widely accepted that
unemployment was involuntary, rather than the result of
character deficiencies, and the cuts in benefits caused

. . s 72
concern for their victims.

The increasing belief that
unemployment was ineradicable intensified the desire for
action.73 Amongst those affected by the situation was the

Prince of Wales.74

In January 1932, at a meeting organised
by the National Council of Social Service (NCSS), he appealed
for unegployment to be regarded as "a national opportunity
for social seérvice", a message repeated at simultaneous
meetings around the country.75 Unemployment subsequently
became the focus of a vast expansion of voluntary activity.
%he philanthropic response was organised at several
levels. Some of it was traditional charity: the giving
of food and clothing. In 1932, following the Prince of
Wales' speech, the Personal Service League was established
"to stir up the leisured classes to give or make garments

76 At this level, the plight of

for the distressed areas
the areas became an acceptable object of the charitable

functions promoted by wealthy ladies, as evidenced by
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Evelyn Waugh's Mrs. Stitch: “"Why should I go to Viola
Chasm's Distressed Area; did she come to my Model

Madhouse?"77

At the local level, too, the movement was
often aristocratic; the Cumbrian depot of the Personal
Service League was organised by Lady Mabel Howard. 1932
also saw the founding of the Cumberland County Clothing
and Footwear Fund and the Mayor of Whitehaven's Black
Winter Fund. This again was a very traditional response:
the 1909 Poor Law Commission had been told that in
industrial areas it was almost routine "to ask the Mayor
to open a fund whenever there was an outcry as to
unemployment."78
. Such giving of ind%scriminate relief had been under
attack at least since the 1860's on the double grounds that
it was inefficient and that it encouraged pauperisation of

the recipients.79

The allotments movement, started by the
Society of Friends in the 1920's, aimed to escape this
criticism. Unemployed men who joined local allotment
societies received cheap seeds and paid low rents for their
lana, but they were not given anything. By working to
produce food for their own tables, they were able to retain
their self-respect and ease their economic situation. In
1932, with the support of the Friends, a Central Allotments
Committee was formed. Under its aegis, and aided by the

80

Development Commission the number of allotment societies
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reached 2,221 by the end of 1933. In addition to
allotmentsi the Committee also fostered group holdings,
where a large plot of land was worked by a number of men,
who kept poultry as well as growing produce.

The success of the allotments scheme gave a new
lease of life to the traditional panacea of land
settlement. A theme in both left and right-wing
ideology, it was presented as a solution to unemployment
and as a counter to the alleged moral and physical degeneracy

induced by industrialism.®!

Proponents of the idea tended
to forgef that agriculture was experiencing almost as much
distress as heavy industry. During 1933 the Carnegie

Trust began to investigate the idea of settling the

unemployed on the land. At the same time Malcolm Stewart,
Chairman of the Portland Cement Company, was asking the
Friends for advice about transferring Durham miners to small-
holdings in the south, and was lobbying the government for
aid. By January 1934, Stewart had bought an estate in
Bedfordshire, and had convinced Ramsay MacDonald and Walter
Elliot, Minister of Agriculture, of the value of his scheme.82
In May the Land Settlement Association was founded. A
private company, funded by the government and private sources,
its purpose was to settle unemployed industrial workers on
the land. The timing was significant: government

investigators were already examining the problems of the



83

depressed areas, and it is probable that the government
wanted to give a further earnest of its good intent towards
the unemployed.

In Cumberland several allotment schemes and gsome
group holding schemes were financed through the Central
Allotments Committee and a poultry scheme was supported by
the Pilgrim Trust. The men in Cumberland were suited to
work on the land; often the mines were in rural areas where
the men had plots to cultivate, and many of the miners and
other workers who lived in the towns had originally started
work as agricultural labourers. They were not averse to
allotments, but they knew too well the privations of
agricultural life to be enthusiastic about working full-time
on the land. ° 1Indeed, it was often their experience on the
land that had driven them to industry.83

Charitable donations and attempts at land settlement
had a long history in England, but the intractable nature of
unemployment also encouraged the development of newer forms
of voluntary aid which were fostered particularly by the
NCSS. The social service movement aimed to help the
unemployed and their dependents to make constructive use of
their leisure and to lead more fulfilling lives. The main
agencies of the movement's work were the occupational clubs
prpvided for the men and their wives. The first of these

had been foundeq by the Priends in Lincoln in 1928, but it
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was the NCSS which promoted their development over the
country as a whole. The clubs were organised by
professional social workers, but as far as possible their
day to day management was left in the hands of committees
elected by the members. At the clubs, men were taught
handicrafts such as carpentry and shoe repairing and were
given lectures on a wide variety of subjects, such as
literature, economics or current events.

At the end of 1932, seemingly prompted by the desire
to placate local authorities in the distressed areas,84 the
government gave a grant to the NCSS to be used for work among
the unemployed. To administer this, the Council established
an Unemployment Committee under the chairmanship of
Dr. A.D. Lindsay, Master of Balliol and founder of the
settlement at Brynmawr. In 1932 the grant amounted to
£22,500 and accounted for slightly less than half of the

Unemployment Committee's expenditure.85

The government
grant had two effects: it confirmed the Labour movement's
suspicions that the clubs were being used to distract the
unemployed from political activity to improve their

position,86

and it confirmed the NCSS in its dominating role
in the social service movement. It controlled the purse
strings, and this was to cduse some resentment among other

social service organisations, especially the Workers'

Educational Association.

e et e e A



85

A}

In Cumberland, the new social work was daminated by
the Society of Priends. In March, 1932, the Cumberland
Quarterly Meeting had established & committee "to collect
subscriptions, arrange an appeal for financial help,
formulate plans for work and deal generally with the subject

of unemployment."87

The Committee consisted of people
nominated by the Friends' Home Service Committee such as

Peter Scott and Rowntree Gillett, and of co~opted members

who included A.D. Lindsay and Claribell Walker, the daugher of
a well-to-do Whitehaven family. The Friends' main concern
was the formation of occupational clubs. One of their first
tasks was to appoint a full time organiser, Wilfrid Lunn, who
had previously done social service work in the Rhondda.88
By 1935, there were fourteen clubs.in t&e area with a combined

89 The work of the Friends

membership of over two thousand.
gives some jdea of the inter-relationship of voluntary
organisations at a local level. Thelr work was financed
lakrgely by the NCSS and the Pilgrim Trust as there was little
money to be raised locally. Instructors were provided by the
County Education Committee, the YMCA, the NCSS and the WEA.

The Friends' Committee, which co-ordinated the other
aorganisations, eventually became the local committee for the
NCSS, though the Council also had a full time organiser in the
Norxth West; George Haynes, who periodically visited Cumberland.

The work of the voluntary organisations could only
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be a palliative. In the distressed areas, unemployment

became a normal part of life. In 1933 the West Cumberland

Times began a regular monthly feature, "Around the
unemployed clubg" and the clubs formed a county federation.
Nationally the response of the voluntary movements was
piecemeal and lacked a comprehensive plan, though it did
improve life for some of the unemployed.s However, the
activities of’the philanthropic organisations, widely
publicised by the BBC and the press, encouraged concern for
the problems of the unemployed and the limitationsof the
government's response. This publicity created a sympathy
for the unemployed, especially those in the distressed areas,
which was to help to force government action in the spring

of 1934.

Public Pressure and Government Action

During 1933 the disparity between the depressed areas
and the rest of Britain became more apparent. At the
national level, the new consumer industries were expanding,
and unemployment fell to 17.1% in 1933.°0 In the depressed
areas, unemployment remained well above the national avérage
and recovery was limited. In Cumberland, the Moresby coke
ovens started up for the first time in two years, and the
building boom increased demand for the products of the

quarries, but the effect on employment was slight. In the

fall of 1933 unemployment stood at 32.6% in the county, and
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the figures were much higher in the west.91 By the
beginning of 1934 it was obvious that the distressed areas
were not sharing in the general trade revival, and a series
of events forced the contrast into public view.

The first of these was a major hunger march,
organised by the NUWM to protest the provisions of the

32 The marchers were in London

Unemployment Assistance Bill.
for a week at the beginning of February and tried to obtain
permission to appear at the bar of the House to explain their
demands. Though the attempt did not succeed it provoked a

bitter debate in the Commons.93

The organisers of the
march were dismissed by the press as Communists and trouble-
makers who had exploited the grievances of the unemployed,
but that the grievances were genuine was admitted.94

A few weeks after the march, the Times published a

series of articles on Durham. These had been commissioned
in January by Barrington-Ward, the assistant editor. The
articles painted a bleak picture of the miseries of the
unemployed, of their lack of faith in the future and of the
wrongs that they had suffered:

If some greater part of the millions of money
taken out of the Durham pits while coal was
profitable had been put pack into Durham, and
put back through the means of personal
appreciation of the environment in which the
pitmen lived, the coalfield would be suffering
from unemployment just the same, but it would
not present the social and political
difficulties which it does, neither would Labour
dominate the County Council.
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The whole theme of the articles was that the men in Durham,
and, by implication, those in the other depressed areas,
were becoming alienated by their conditions and consequently
were spellbound by "professional unyielding socialism."95
On the grounds of policy as well as humanity, the Times

. urged that some government action was necessary. On

March 22, a leading article suggested the appointment of a
"director of operations, untramelled by departmental
limitations” who would head "a concerted national effort to
"rid the land of these terrible problems of idleness ... he
would bind together the agencies of rglief and amelioration
and direct remedial measures ... he would supervise
administrative action and summon voluntary aid."

These articles became the occasion of the first full
parliamentary debate on the distressed areas since June 1933.
In the debate, demands for action came from the Northern
Group as well as from the Labour benches. Macmill;n
demanded a policy of "reorganisation and reorientation" and
an admission that it might be necessary to "take great powers
into the hands of the state to direct in what localities and

what areas fresh industrial development will be allowed."96

In April, the Daily Express appointed "Special
Commissioners” to investigate the areas and tell "the story
that must be told’ The paper carried articles on towns in

the North East, South Wales and Cumberland, bringing the
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problem of the areas before a much wider public.97 Meanwhile
the BBC was broadcasting a series of Saturday evening
programmes, consisting of interviews with unemployed men

and their families, followed by an appeal for the social
service organisations. This was the year after the

publication of Love on the dole and the year of publication

of Priestley's English Journey, which depicted the contrast

between the prosperity of the Great West Road and the
desolation of Jarrow.

At the same time as public awareness was being
stirred by the media, the government was subject to more
direct pressure over the problem of health in the distressed
areas. During 1933 reports by Medical Officers of Health
in the distressed areas had been uniformly gloc:my.g8 This
prompted public concern, particularly for the children in the
areas, which resulted in the formation of the Children's
Minimum Committee. Eleanor Rathbone, independent MP for
the Northern Universities, headed a putation from the
Committee which met MacDonald in Margh. They demanded
increased provision of meals and milk for needy children
and more allowances for children of the unemployed.99 Thus
in the spring of 1934 the government was under pressure from
several directions to do something about the problem of the
unemployed, especially in the distressed areas.

The government was particularly vulnerable at this

time. As a National Government, it needed to demonstrate
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that it had popular support; but by the end of 1933 it was
generating protest votes in by-elections and several seats
were lost.100 Though Chamberlain felt that losses were
inevitable when the government had such a large majority,

101 An even bigger

his colleagues were not so sanguine.
shock came with the Labour victories in the London County
Council elections in March. The Cabinet was also anxiou&\
about the progress of the Disarmament Conference, seeing tﬁé
possibility of the need for rearmament at a time when the
mood of the country appeared to be pacifist._lo2 The
government appeared to be losing the middle ground which it
had won so easily in 1931, and the outburst of concern for
the unemployed served to push the message home.

0f all the manifestations of public unease about the
situation in the depressed areas, the Times articles were the
most important in prompting government action. MacDonald's
conscience about the areas had been pricked as early as
February, possibly by thehinger marchers, but his tentative

103

suggestions had come to nothing. It was the Times

articles which had shown "how embarassing to the government

an independent report can be,"104

and they triggered a flurry
of activity in Whitehall. The articles even directed the
form of the activity. They had drawn a distinction between
depressed areas, where recovery was likely, and derelict

areas, where there was no hope of revival. Senior civil
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‘'servants at the Ministry of Labour were instructed by their
Minister to establish criteria by which derelict areas might
be identified.?”
It was these Civil Servants who determined that West
Cumberland should be included 1in the scheduled areas.
They established fairly precise, albeit arbitrary,
statistical criteria for the areas. They were to have a
minimum population of 5,000, and to have experienced at least
50% unemployment for three years. In addition, they were
to be more than daily travelling distance from places which
needed labour, have a limited industrial base and be areas

of predominantly male employment.lo6

The areas which emerged
from these deliberations were Lanark, the North East, South
Wales and parts of Cumberland. The most notable exception
was Lancashire, whose spokesmen were among the most vocal
representatives of the distressed areas. With its more
varied economy and high volume of female employment, it did
not rate a single mention in the memoranda.

The Ministry of Labour officials also suggested
possible lines of action for dealing with the areas. They
advocated the continuation of transference once the economy
had improved, limited public works, the provision of capital
for small industries and increased rate relief. Though not

particularly adventurous, these suggestions proved to be

rather more than the Cabinet was prepared to accept, at

least initially.



At Cabinet level, two ministers dominated the
discussions, Henry Betterton, the Ministry of Labour, and
Chamberlain. Betterton advocated extreme caution. He
was very worried about the long term consequences which
might follow the investigation.

If it is suggested that new industries be started

in the areas, what are we going to do? ... We

shall only be laying up a great deal of trouble

for the government if we enter lightly on this

investigation without first counting the cost

and the consequences.107
He wanted any investigation to be carried out by under-
secretaries in his department "who would be likely to
appreciate the limits of government action particularly
where it involves government expenditure"” and not by
independent public figures:

If we ask outsiders I feel sure we will have

a good deal of difficulty ... Their recommendations

might involve proposals which would be both

embarassing and expensive.108
He was unwilling to do anything which might eventually cause
a change in government policy.

Chamberlain was torn between his native caution and
his political awareness. He felt that the pressure on the
government could only be relieved by quick action: "I am -

satisfied that we cannot avoid publicity, all the more after

the Daily Express and the sooner we make an announcement, the
»109

better. Overruling Betterton, he insisted that public

figures be appointed to investigate conditions in the areas,
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and that the action be taken swiftly because it was

necessary "to give the effect of doing something."110

However, he did not want to give the effect of doing too

much, so he decided that the reports should not be
,qublish;d, and that the men appointed to do the task should

be called "investigators” not "commissioners" to prevent

1

the public from entertaining high hopes as to the results,
of the inquiry.lll Though more sensitive than Betterton
to the need for a public relations e#ercise, he too was not
prepared at this stage to consider any real change in
government policy.

Within a month of the appearance of the Times
articles, investigators had been appointed to inquire into
conditions in each of the four areas selected by the
Ministry of Labour officials. The four investigators were
Sir Euan Wallace, Civil Lord of the Admiralty, for the North
East, Sir Wyndham Portal, an industrialist, for South Wales,
Sir Arthur Rose for Scotland, and J.C.C. Davidson for
Cumberland. Davidson, Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster, was a former Chairman of the Conservative Party
and had been a close friend of Baldwin since the First World
War. He was reported to be "full of enthusiasm" about the
inquiry.ll2

Chamberlain's attempt to minimise the importance of

the investigation did not work. The investigators were
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universally referred to as "Commissioners" in the press.

The Daily Express stated that the aim of the investigation

wag to find out what new industries could be developed in
the depressed areas;ll3 a much more precise term of
reference than the government had intended. Cynics,
however, asserting that there were already sufficient data,
suspected with some justification that the investigations
were simply "a pretext for delay” 114

After the initial outburst of excitement the
investigators were allowed to get on with their task with no
hindrance from the press. In Cumberland Davidson's welcome
was qualified by the feeling that his appointment was

115

"somewhat 1atq" and there was some criticism of the

exclusion of the iron mining districts of Furness from the
investigatiOn.116 Davidson toured West Cumberland in May
and June, meeting representatives of local authorities,
Chambers of Commerce and Trade Unions and discussing such
plans as the improvement of Whitehaven Harbour, the building
of a west coast road and public works schemes. Though he
was generally well received, he did cause some impatience:
While we can well understand his great love of
our beautiful county, which I am sure he would
never have tired of eulogising, we hope that he
will take no more time than is necessary in
completing (his) report.ll7
Hopes were raised during the investigation and the cautious

tone of the government's initial announcements was



95

forgotten. Por instance, the government's declared
intention not to publish the reports was &verlooked. It was

only in August that the Workington Star realised that the

reports would not be published. The paper promptly
condemned this "extraordinary move for which the most feeble
excuses have been made."ll8 The government found that, far
from causing the problems of the distressed areas to be
shelved, the investigations stimulated more public concern
and a desire for stronger action.

The reports were ready in mid-July and were passed
to an interdepartmental committee for consideration. All
of the investigators agreed that there was a problem of
surplus labour and that transference would have to be the
major solution. All proposed some form of land settlement
and some individual schemes to improve amenities in the
areas. Davidson's report was gloomy, accepting that "West
Cumberland will have for years to come a substantial surplﬁs

«119

of labour with no hope of outlet locally. He did not

class .any areas as derelict, though he said that Cleator

Moor and Maryport were partially so. Although he suggested
that Whitehaven harbour be reconditioned, in an appendix

which was not published, he advised against other work schemes

such as road building, the installation of mains drainage

P )



in some villages and the clearance of’slag\peaps, on the
grounds that such schemes were uneconomic.120 His only }
novel idea was to recommend that a development trust be
founded, to encourage land settlement and the development
of small industries.121 Euan Wallace was the only
investigator to advocate anything more substantial than
palliatives or transference. He dealt briefly with the
whole problem of the location of industry and suggested
the need for "some form of national planning.”l22
The inter-departmental committee which discussed
the reports was chaired by Sir Horace Wilson, the
government's chief industrial adviser and confidant of
Chamberlain. His conservative economic ideas were reflected
in the committee's recommendations to the Cabinet. Wilson
accepted the official view that:
any real remedy for depression in the areas can
only be found in the revival of world trade
generally and esgecially in the expansion of
overseas trade.l23
Given that world recovery was slow, it seemed that the
problems of the areas would be long term. .As Wilson did
not intend to do more gﬁan show "the extent of probable
action on existing lines of policy," it is hardly surprising
that Committee did not suggest any bold ventures.
Transference was agajym recommended, though the Committee
admitted that it could not be successful without revival

124 Industrial development could be encouraged

by advertising but not by loans.125 Administrative

elsewhere.
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objections were raised to government sponsorship of land
settlement, though the Committee did suggest that a larger
grant be given to tbe Land Settlement Association.126 The
improvement of Whitehaven harbour was rejected on the
grounds that it would only increase difficulties in other

parts of Cumberland. 127

Though Wilson realised that the
report was "unlikely to fulfill the expectations and hopes
that had been created ... by the appointment of the 1

investigators,"128

he did not allowhis political awareness
to interfere with his economic judgement.

A cabinet sub-committee, chaired by Chamberlain,
considered the committee's recommendations. Agreeing with
Wilson that public opinion would not be satisfied if action
was restricfed "to those proposals which it is possible to
carry out through the machinery of government departments,”
the sub-committee advised that legislative action was
required to persuade the inhabitants of the areas that "the
government has their interests very much at heart 129
Yet again, the government was bowiq? to public opinion;
political considerations forced economic policies in which
the government had no faith. This attitude was to have
a decisive influence on the shape of the legislation: not
wanting to be committed to any permanent change of policy,

the government tried to dissociate itself as far as

possible from the administration of the measure.



The proposed legislation turned,out to be a
watered-down version of the Times' ideas. Two
Commis sioners were appointed, one for England and Wales, and
for Scotland, responsible respectively to the Minister of
Labour and the Scottish Secretary. They woul%ghave the
freedom "to try experiments with the risk of failure and

130 this was

their having to be subsequently abandoned";
3 risk which the government could not take. The Ministers
to whom the Commissioners were subordinate were not to be
responsible to Parliament for the Commissioners' day-to-
day activities. The whole venture was to be presented as
an experimental attempt to deal with unprecedented problems,
thus excusing any failures in advancel.31 The experiment was
to be Iimited to clearly defined areas for a fixed length of
time - two years. Once the experiment was over, the
Commissioners' powers could be extended if necessary or
transferred to the UAB.132 Only those areas visited by the
investigators were to be included, for fear that any
alterations would encourage a flood of applications from
other districts.133 This was even a retreat from Wilson's
advice: his committee had suggested that all the areas
already scheduled as depressed should be included.134 The
hesitations of the cabinet sub-committee graphically

displayed the tenacity of the government's economic views

and its consequent timidity in making any bold new
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departures.

There was, however, no practical possibility that
the government could dissociate itself from the
administration of the legislation. As one c¢ivil servant
pointed out early in the discussions, because public money
was involved, Parliament's right to discuss the
Commissioners' activities must be conceded. The Minister
responsible could refuse to argue over minor details of
the Commissioners' policy,

but on major issues he and the government could

not fail to be identified with the Commissioner's

policy and would either have to defend it or take
steps to alter it; but when this position is
reached, the conception of a Commissioner free to
experiment has practically disappeared. The
Commissioner would be little more than an adjunct
to the Minister's department ... and would have
to avoid any activity which, by possible failure
or by arousing hostility or otherwise, might
embarass the Minister and there is not much he
could do which could not have been done by the
existing department.135
Another problem was departmental jealousy: the Ministry
of Health, for example, did not want any of its control
over housing delegated to the Commissioners.136 Such
considerations meant that the Commissioner would be able
to initiate experiments only if he had whole-hearted
government support, and then the government would have to
share the responsibility. As it was, when the bill was
drafted, the-powers he was given were very limited. He

was to "facilitate the econamic development and social

improvement of the four areas." He was not to help
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undertakings that were carried on for gain nor give grants
for purposes which were eligible for grants from government
departments. He could help to improve the amenities of
the areas by clearing unsightly pieces of land, give aid
to voluntary welfare services and initiate land settlement
schemes.137 With such powers he was to perform his
"experiments

Malcolm Stewart was appointed Commissioner for
England and Wales. Apart from his interest in land
settlement, Stewart was well known as a successful
businessman with a flair for labour relations. He had
introduced welfare and penslon schemes and had built a
model village to housé workers at his factory at Stewartby
in Bedfordshire. In 1933, he was to be found arguing for
a shorter working week now that mechanisation had increased
the productivity of his employees.138 He had some previous
experience of public work, having directed the Southampton
rolling mills for the Ministry of Munitions from 1917 to
1919. He seemed the ideal person to carry out a novel
experiment: energetic, efficient and sympathetic to the
workers. The problem was that the powers did not match
the man.

While the Cabinet was discussing the shape of the
legislation, the investigators' reports had been published

reluctantly.139 The New Statesman was not impressed: the

investigators had been "subject to the implied reservation
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(clearly implicit in the choice of persons) that they must
recommend nothing against the capitalist system or even
against the government's general policy," 140 and sure enough,
with the possible exception of Wallace, that was what they
had done. Cumbrian opiniog was disappointed. It was

felt that Davidson had given hope only to Whitehaven. The

Workington Star could not acéept the decline of basic

industries: "Coal, iron and steel are the things on which

Britain was built. Men should not be transferred to

141

mushroom industries elgewhere." Land settlement was

also criticised: to expect the unemployed Cumbrian to "go
back to the hills ... is to credit him with less commonsense

than he possesses."142 The West Cumberland News was

particularly upset by one of Davidson's suggestions that the
fees for civil service examinations should be reduced to
help boys from poorer families:

the "smart" boy with secondary education is to
be helped to a sheltered well paid vocation,
with a comfortable pension in the offing, while
nothing is done for the elementary school boy
who may be well enough adapted for industrial
or commercial life.l43

The Whitehaven News was the only paper which considered

the wider issues, concluding that "there is a clear cut

case for ordered planning of industry if considerable areas

of the country are not to be laid waste."144

On 14 November, Neville Chamberlain introduced a

discussion of the reports in the House of Commons.145
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After announcing that the government intended to appoint
the Commissioners, giving them an initial grant of
£2,000,000, he went on to paint a gloomy picture of the
areas and stressed the importance of transference and land
settlement as solutions to the problem. In this debate
most of the discussion centred on particular proposals in
the reports: there were questions about the Tyne tunnel,
the drift of industry from the Welsh valleys and, from
William Nunn, about the position of the iron-mining
industry in Cumberland. Oliver Stanley, the new Minister of

Labour,146

closed the first day's debate with a speech
which was more specific than Chamberlain’s. He described
the problems of the areas euphemistically as "substantial
temporary difficulties"; the government's aim was to make
the areas attractive centres for new industries.147 The
tone of the debate was cautious as the opposition did not
want to go too heavily into the attack until the bill had
been published.

The first major debate on the bill was the second
reading on 3 December. It was introduced by Stanley, who
claimed "we are all planners now," though he ended by
admitting that no rapid results could be expected: "It may
well in the long run be a far rmaching proposal for dealing
with a problem which everyone agrees is right (sic) for

»n148

solution. In the debate the measure was attacked from
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all sides. The arbitrary choice of areas was criticised,
particularly by MP's from Teeside, whose constituencies
had been omitted from the North Eastern region only because
Wallace had not had time to go there. The Labour members
and some Conservatives, such as Macmillan and Lord Eustace
Percy, called for national planning of the economy as a
whole. The government was also accused of inhibiting
discussion by limiting the time allowed for debate. In
committee, MP's criticised the Commissioners' independence
of parliamentary control; Aneurin Bevan compared the
Commissioners to the UAB and complained that the House had
just been given a machine to consider, not proposals for

economic relief.149

The government got precious little
support from'its own benches; William McKeag, MP for Durham
City, said that he would vote for the Bill on the principle
that "not only half a loaf, but a mere slice, is better than

150

no bread.” In closing the debate, Stanley could only

claim that the government was making nothing more than a
"contribution to one part of the problem."151 The members
of the government were fast realising that they could not
escape responsibility for their experiment.

Even in the Lords, though the government had more
support, the bill was heavily criticised. Lord Ponsonby,
the Labour leader, claimed that it was merely an attempt to

treat the symptoms, not the causes, of regional depression.lsz
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Lord Gainford, who was from the North East, objected to
the term "depressed areas" because it implied psychological

153

as well as economic malaise. Lord Rochester, the

government spokesman for the bill, suggested the term

"Special Areas" as being suitably neutral.ls4

Despite
opposition from Labour MP's the term was adopted and the Bill
received the Royal Assent on 21 December.

Opposition to the Bill in Parliament was to be
expected, but it was the reaction of the establishment press
which showed how far the government had failed to appease
public demands for aid to the Areas. The Times warned that
the bill could only be accepted if it formed part of a general
policy for @ealing with the whole problem of unemployment and
economic devélopment, a policy for which the government must
take full re:;-,ponsibilit:y.l55 The Spectator pointed out that
the government had promised nothing specific except to
appoint the Commissioners and give them-EZ,OOO,OOO.156 The
Economist accused the government of shirking a big
157

constructive programme in favour of piecemeal tinkering.

But the Manchester Guardian was most bitter: ministers were

talking as though

with a stationary total of two million unemployed,
we were enjoying something like a trade boom
except in four areas that can be neatly scheduled
and isolated as if they were suffering from an
outbreak of cattle disease.l>

Opinion in West Cumberland was also dismayed at the limited
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aid. The government was willing to spend money on "Arabs,
Turks, Persians, Kurds and all the rag tag and bobtail of
the Near East, building an oil pipeline for the navy"”
instead of building an oil-from-coal plant in West
Cumberland.159 Even William Nunn made little attempt to
defend the bill to his constituents. Again, as with the
appointment of the investigators, it was decided to wait and
see: "during 1935 we will see if the Government was in
earnest and whether the bill is adequate."160
The National Government introduced the Special Areas
legislation in response to mounting public pressure.
Fearful of the consequences of tinkering with the economy,
it tried to dissociate itself as far as possible from the
legislation by appointing Commissioners to do the work.
But such a policy could not hope to succeed. The
Commissioner could not go beyond the bounds of the
government's economic policies, and the restrictions which
were placed on his powers showed that the government
realised this. Even as a public relations measure, however,
the legislation failed; criticism in the press and
Parliament showed that the government had not succeeded in

appeasing the public conscience, which had been the major

motive for introducing the bill.
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CHAPTER IIX

THE DEVELOPMENT OF STEWART'S ECONOMIC
POLICY, 1934-7

Inauspicious Beginnings

In his New Year broadcast to the nation at the start
of 1935, Ramsay MacDonald claimed that the Special Areas were
fields for experiment and raised hopes that the government
intended to pursue an active policy.l Such an assurance of
government support augured well for Malcolm Stewart as he
started his work. But within a fortnight, the sincerity of
the government's concern for the unemployed was brought into
question by the uproar arising from the implementation of
the new unempioyment relief scales. On January 7, the UAB
assumed complete responsibility for those who had been
receiving transitional payments. The new scales of relief
were, in many cases, lower than the old. The reaction was
dramatic. The unemployed held demonstrations: in some
places there were riots. In Cumberland, the Maryport relief
offices were attacked by men on the dole. Baldwin described
the troubles as "the worst mess I have ever been associated
with."2 The government was forced to back down and
introduce standstill legislation in February: this restored
the o0ld scales except in those cases where the UAB scales

were higher.3 Oliver Stanley, the Minister of Labour, was

118
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unnerved and discredited by the situation and a few months
later he moved to the Board of Education.

The UAB fiasco affected the problem of the Special
Areas in several ways. The Areas included a high
proportion of those affected by the reductions and the cuts

seemed to confirm doubts about the government's

sincerity towards the unemployed. In South Wales, many of
the protestors claimed that what the government had given
them with one hand - the Special Areas legislation - it was
now taking away with the other.4 The structure of the UAB,
a semi-independent body whose spokesman in the Commons was
the Minister of Labour, resembled that of the Office of the
Commissioner. After the chaos of January and February,
the Board was no longer allowed to show any initiative,5
and it seemed likely that the UAB fiasco would militate
against any attempts at independence by the Commissioner.
The uproar certainly aroused suspicions within the Areas;
it was noted that Malcolm Stewart

has to act under the general direction of the

Minister of Labour, the very man who is being

denounced now at every street corner in West

Cumberland. 6
The powers of the Commissioner were due to revert to the UAB
when the Special Areas legislation lapsed. The Board was,

however, so discredited that even eighteen months later, the

District Commissioners were warning Stewart against allowing
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his powers to pass to the UAB.7

The UAB's niggardly dealing with the unemployed was
high-lighted by the launching of Lloyd George's "New Deal"
in January, 1935. Borrowing American terminology, the old
statesman proposed the establishment of a "war cabinet" to
run the country, massive schemes of public works and land
settlement.8 The government was not enthusiastic about
the schemes, but the "New Deal" attracted so much interest
and the government's stock was so low that for six months
Baldwin discussed the plans with Lloyd George, even though
it had been decided as early as March that he would not be
invited. to join the government.9 The New Deal was certainly
more dramatic than the Special Areas legislation, but by
prolonging the discussion, the government neutralised much
of the appeal of Lloyd George's ideas.

It ‘was against such a background of suspicion and
confusion that Stewart began the work of developing his
organisation and testing the limits of the legislation. In
November, 1934, before the Act was passed, offices were opened
in Westminster. Stewart did not want a large organisation
because the legislation was only to last for two years. He
used the techpical staff from the Ministry of Health rather
than recruitipng his own. His staff consisted of six senior

civil servants, drafted from other departments, and clerical

staff. Frank Tribe, from the Ministry of Labour, was the
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Secretary and headed the staff; one of his duties was to
ensure that the Commissioner did not exceed his powers under
the Act. Stewart, who was unpaid, worked full time as
Commissioner, refusing even to have a private secretary.
In Scotland, a similarly small organisation was set up;
there was intermittent liason between the two Commissioners
until in 1937 regular fortnightly contact was established.
Local organisations were set up in each of the three
Special Areas. District Commissioners were appointed.
These were not reqular civil servants, but men appointed on
temporary contracts, who were thus not too closely identified
with Whitehall. The Commissioners for the North East and
South Wales were men with local connections. Colin Forbes
Adam had worked with Euan Wallace during his investigation
of the North East and was acquainted with many of the problems
of the area. Geoffrey Crawshay, Chairman of the South
Wales and Monmouthshire Council of Social Service, belonged
to a family which owned coalmines around Brynmawr and
Merthyr. The appointment of Forbes Adam and Crawshay was
announced on 6 December, 1934, but another three weeks were
to elapse before a District Commissioner was announced for
West Cumberland. The delay indicated a difficulty in
finding local men who were judged to be capable of exercising
leadership. The man finally chosen as District Commissioner
was an Australian, L. St. Clare Grondona, who was an

acquaintance of Stewart.
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Grondona had had a varied career. In Australia he
had been a stock-rider, a journalist and then a civil servant.
Coming to Britain in 1923, as a delegate to the Imperial
Economic Conference, he stayed on as director of information
at the Australian section of the British Empire Exhibition.

By 1934 he was a director of several companiés and a free
lance journalist. During the year he worked on a project
exploring the feasibility of land settlement in Britain
Stewart offered him the job in West Cumberland, presenting

it as a possible opportunity to implement his ideas on land
settlement.lo

Neither Stewart nor the District Commissioners were
independent; their advisers were all regular civil servants
and though the Commissioners could suggest initiatives, it was
the civil servants, either within the Commission or in other
government departments, who decided whether anything could
be done. The qualities regarded as desirable in a British
civil servant were listed by one of their number, H.E. Dale;
these included "having a feeling for what is practicable %F

British politics" but also "a proper respect for precedent”

and "a strong dislike of ... irregularity in procedure, 11
This cautious traditional approach did not bode well for the
success of the Special Areas Act which dealt with an unpre-

cedented situation. During the interwar years, with the

expansion of social policy, the civil service was gra?ually
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adjusting to a situation where
regulation and supervision but
Imagination was not lacking in
often vitiated by a desire for

development of the legislation

legislation required more than
the change was gradual.

the civil service, but it was

¢

caution. Much of the

came to depend on the conflict

between traditional and more innovative approaches within

the civil service.

Public Works and the Testing of the Legislation

Stewart saw public works as one key to industrial

revival in the areas. "Works

Areas more attractive to potential employers.12

of real value"” would make the

Nevertheless,

he agreed with the government that relief works undertaken

solely to provide employment would be futile.

Thus he

announced at his first press conference that "no money will

be spent merely because it is available..

I shall only make

grants in respect of such schemes as I am satisfied have

permanent value."l3

As it was also Chamberlain'*s belief that

public works were acceptable, provided they were revenue

producing or of public importance,14

in his advocacy of such works.

Stewart felt no qualms

It was during the development of his public works

policy that Stewart first began to realise the limits on his

powers, the extent to which he

administrative precedent.

One

was to be restricted by

clause in the bill prevented
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him from giving grants to local authorities for purposes for
which grants were payable by another department. In
conversation with the Minister of Transport, he found that
even with the aid of grantsg, highway authorities still had
to pay 40% of the cost of new roads, an amount which Stewart
thought was too much for the Special Areas to contribute.
Reporting this to Chamberlain, he asked if it was too late
to alter the Bill, so that he could pay part of the 40%.16
Chamberlain adamantly refused to contemplate exceeding the
bounds of normal procedure. Stewart's suggestion, he felt,
came perilously near to putting the local authorities "on
the dole.” It was contrary to sound administration to help
authorities from two sources, and to introduce such a
principle would make it impossible to extend the experiment
to other areas. If Stewart felt that particular road works
were necessary, then he should ask the Ministry of Transport
to raise its grant. He finished with the vague advice that
"the best hopes of improvement lie in other directions which
I am sure you will explore to your utmost.“15

In vain Stewart argued that unless the government
adopted a benevolent attitude, little progress could be
made.16 The dead hand of established procedure prevented
any experiment.

Another controversy arose over the meaning of the

word "payable . In March, 1935, Stewart was told that he
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could not give grants for making up unclassified roads
because grants were payable by the Ministry of Transport,
though such grants were never actually made because of more
pressing claims on the Road Fund.l7 Stewart found it
"difficult to believe that this represents the intention of
the Act. If a department is not exercising its powers, then
commonsense would suggest that a grant is not payable."l8
Oliver Stanley was sympathetic, but, after consulting his
legal department, was forced to repeat that the word "payable”

meant "the power to pay."19

This was a major blow to
Stewart's programme. It meant that he could not give local
authorities financial assistance towards the construction of
roads, bridges, canals or quays, even though improvements in
transport were an obhvious wav of easing the isolated situation
of the Areas. Nor could he help any educational schemes run
by local authorities.

Another dispute arose over the rate of grant which
Stewart was allowed to pay. He wanted to vary the rate
according to the authorities' capacity to pay. Personally,
Stewart could only authorise grants of 75% or less. Beyond
that he needed Ministry of Labour approval. In some cases
Stewart asked for 100% grants but this was opposed by the
Treasury. It was a strong Treasury tradition that recipients

of a grant should pay at least part of the cost for which the

grant was intended.20 Treasury officials also suspected
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local authorities of laxity and worse: "we must bear in mind
that the present temper of many authorities seems to be one
of rapacity. The more they get, the more they are discon-
tented and the greater become their demands;"zl
Some of the Commissioner's own staff were hostile to
100% grants arguing that they were simply "a means to help
local authorities avoid their responsibilities."22 This
was at a time when the financial position of some local
authorities in the North East was such that the Ministry of
Health would no longer give them permission to borrow.23
Though some 100% grants were eventually allowed, almost all
of them in Wales, they were hedged about with restrictions.
Stewart did win a few victories in his procedural
wrangles. Originally it had been intended that the work
schemes should be executed by voluntary labour: the men
would get their unemployment benefit and be provided with
tools and perhaps clothing or meals. If the men were paid,
the projects would begin to look like relief works, works
provided solely to reduce unemployment, and this ran counter ‘
to government policy. Stewart argqued against voluntary
labour, maintaining that paying wages would not cost much
more than paying benefit to a man who was eligible for
dependents' allowances and that it would be good for morale.24

Stanley reluctantly conceded that wages could be paid where
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men were working on schemes of proven economic value, but
insisted that Stewart also foster other schemes to be
executed by voluntary labour.25 Stringent conditions were
applied to the "economic" schemes: of the first seven
schemes which Stewart submitted‘to the Minister, three were
rejected.26 Stewart had, nevertheless, won a point and
most of the work schemes initiated under the Special Areas
legislation did use paid labour.

The Commissioner won another victory when he succeeded
in limiting the hours of work on these projects. To
encourage younger men to transfer, work on these projects was
to be offered only to older married men.27 Stewart was
concerned that these older men after years of unemployment
would be unfit to work the standard forty eight hour week.

His request for reduced hours was embarassing at a time when
the government was trying to ignore national agitation for a
reduction in the working week. Eventually the Ministry of
Labour agreed to allow the men on Stewart's projects to work
shorter hours, provided that the hours were described as "a
short working week" rather than "a forty hour week,lwhich is
rather co’ntroversial."28

Once the guideliﬂés for the schemes had been
established, Stewart found that the legislation necessitated
cumbersome procedures. He was required to work in

conjunction with other government departments, particularly

the Ministry of Labour, his link to the Cabinet and the
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Commons, and the Ministry of Health which exercised
important supervisory powers over local authorities. The
approval of all concerned government departments was
required before any project could be initiated. As Forbes
Adam complained:

If a District Commissioner submits a proposal

it requires to be considered in the Commissioner's

office, then in the office of the Minister

concerned, then in the Ministry of Labour, then,

if considerable cost is involved, at the

Treasury. The task of keeping track of it and

seeing that no unnecessary delay is being

allowed to occur is one which in view of all

the considerations involved presents almost

insuperable difficulties under our present

constitution.
The District Commissioners were in an extremely uncomfortable
position; as the men on the scene, they bore the brunt of
local frustrations.

Delays were not always caused by Whitehall. The
procedures of local authorities were also often slow.
Cumberland County Council had a particularly bad reputation
in this respect.30 Often local authorities would take
weeks or even months to reply to letters from the
Commissioner.31 Some authorities were wary of submitting
schemes for fear that their plans would be rejected and that
they would then have to pay for the cost of having them
prepared. As the authorities became aware of the limits

of the legislation, they became even less willing to submit

2 . . .
schemes.3 Local jealousies also caused problems: rival
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authorities were not always prepared to work together.

This was to be important in the question of housing.
Similarly, Sunderland Council, which wanted to build a fish
quay, was unwilling to cooperate with the Wear Commissioners
to whom Stewart would have had to give the grant.

Despite his frustrations, Stewart was able to
support some public work schemes. He was empowered to give
grants to bodies not operating for profit, such as Harbour
or River Commissioners and benevolent organisations such as
the Durham Aged Miners' Homes Association. He helped local
authorities with grants for site clearance and improvement,
development of maternity and child welfare centres and sewage
and urban water supply schemes. But the restrictions
imposed on him by the need to keep within the bounds of
established policy, to avoid dangerous precedents, limited
the possibilities for substantial achievements.

Faced with the restrictions on his powers, Stewart
tried to devise a means of circumventing the legislation.

He was allowed to give grants to private associations in the
Areas which were not operating for profit, and he hit on the
idea of establishing such organisations himself. The first
opportunity came over the question of housing, which was a
major problem, particularly in the North East and, to a
lesser extent, in Cumberland. Stewart was unable to help
the local authority programmes because grants were available

from the Ministry of Health. But under existing housing
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legislation, a local authority could pass on its housing
grants and housing loans from the Public Works Loans Board
to a public utility society which could act as its agent.

If the society was non-profitmaking, then Stewart could aid
it. By the end of April, he had received permission to
form a Housing Association to which he could make grants
equivalent to the amount which the local authorities would
normally have contributed from the rates.33 In December,
1935, the North Eastern Housing Association was formed. An
attempt to start a similar association in Cumberland failed
because of local authority rivalries and in September, 1937,
the powers of the North Eastern Association were extended to
cover those Cupbrian authorities which wished to participate.
This ploy of establishing non-profit making organisations
which were eligible for grants was to become an important
feature of Special Areas policy.

Stewart continued, unsuccessfully, to press the
government for an expansion of works programmes. In his
first report, published in July, 1935, he called for a
programme of "National" works, to create "national physical

w34 This

assets to replace those inherited from the past.
was embarrassing for Baldwin's government3S coming as it d4id at
a time when the government had just officially rejected

Lloyd George's "New Deal."36

A few days later, advocates of a more positive policy,
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including some Conservative MP's, published The next five

years, recommending increased public works as part of a
programme of national reconstruction.37 The government was
not to be moved. Though unemployment had fallen only
slightly in the Special Areas - from 488,307 to 442,426
between January and June, 1935 ~ this was not seen as a sign
that a more vigorous policy was needed but as a further cause
for pessimism, proof that nothing could be done. "There is
nothing in the present position of the Special Areas which
suggests that a policy of giving work in the areas can be
more than make-believe."38
Within the restrictions imposed by official policy
and procedures, public work schemes remained a major part of
the Commissioner's‘activities. In addition to providing
some employment, they did improve the amenities of the areas.
Apart from public health schemes, Stewart tried to implement
three major projects: a bridge over the Severn, to improve
communications with South Wales, a bridge over the Tyne to
the East of Newcastle, and a major road along the coast of
Cumberland. None of these came to fruition. The Severn
bridge and the West Coast road both involved working with
authorities outside the Special Areas and all three required
Ministry of Transport grants which were not forthcoming.
Arguably, these might have been the most useful projects

Stewart could have executed for the Special Areas: they would
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have provided much employment and would have been of great
economic value at a time when quick transport to market was
an important factor in the location of industry. But the
imagination of the government - and of the Treasury - was too

limited to allow such ideas to be considered.

The Encouragement of Industry

One of Stewart's tasks was to foster economic growth
in the Special Areas. In this he was handicapped from the
start by their boundaries. Several cities were excluded;
in South Wales, Cardiff, Newport and Swansea were outside
his jurisdiction, though for convenience the District
Commissioner's office was in Cardiff. In the North East,
Darlington and the urban areas around the Tees were omitted.
The omissioné had been made on the grounds that cities did
not experience such severe unemployment as the surrounding
regions, because of their more varied industrial and
commercial structure. But such cities were the natural
focal points for the nearby areas and their exclusion made
economic regeneration more difficult.39 Though Stewart was
empowered to encourage projects outside the Special Areas
for the benefit of the Areas' inhabitants, in practice this
proved difficult, and the arbitrary nature of the boundaries
continued to pose problems.

When Stewart became Commissioner he accepted some of

the basic premises of government policy. As a successful
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businessman, he both believed that the government should not
interfere in private enterprise and put a high priority on
industrial efficiency. He made this clear in his first
report. He arqued that the Coal Mines Act of 1930 encouraged
inefficiency by its use of quotas and that the quota system
should be abolished, even though he recognised that a more
efficient industry would employ fewer miners. He thought
that it was both inevitable and desirable that the centre of
gravity of the iron and steel industry should move away from
the old centres to the newly exploited ore beds of the East
Midlands, and did not consider it his job to force industry
to be established in uneconomic places.40

As time went on he modified his views. In examining
the situation at Ebbw Vale in Wales, whose steel works had
closed in 1929, he convinced himself that the works could
still make a reasonable profit if they were in operation. In
the summer of 1935 he professed delight when Sir Richard
Firth, of Richard Thomas & Co., announced that his company was
considering buying the Ebbw Vale plant to be the basis of a

new stripmill. 41

It is likely, despite Firth's assertions to
the contrary, that his decision was made under government
pressure.42 Though Stewart contended that the new plant
would be economic, he deceived himself. As one commentator

has noted "Socially there is little doubt that the decision

for Ebbw Vale was right... for long term operating efficiency,
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equally certainly it was wrong."43

Situated twenty miles
inland from its ore-dock, 900 feet above sea level, at the
head of a valley whose coal was being worked out, Ebbw Vale
had few advantages. Though he denied it, Stewart was
increasingly coming to the view that social considerations
should weigh as strongly as economic in determining the
location of industry.

There was little that could be done to help the
basic industries within the terms of the Act. In his
reports, however, Stewart suggested ideas to help the
industries. He supported the further development of plants
to produce oil from coal and Tribe toyed with the idea of
making the use of Welsh steam coal compulsory for the
heating of government offices.44 Stewart also supported
a scheme devised by Grondona to establish a Coal Reserves
Corporation to buy surplus coal at cost price to build up
easily accessible national reserves.45 The scheme was
turned down, but Stewart's advocacy démonstrated a change
in his attitude towards government intervention in industry.

Aid to the basic industries came from other
government programmes. The london Passenger Transport Act
and the Railway Act of 1935 fostered the modernisation of
railways and each required that the contracts for the work

be placed as far as possible in the Special Areas. The

government also announced its intention of placing;defence

1
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contracts and factories in the depressed areas. As early as
May, 1934, Chamberlain had been contemplating transferring
part of the Royal Ordnance Factory at Woolwich to Souéﬁ
Wales.46 As the European situation deteriorated, strategic
considerations made those Special Areas on the west coast
more attractive as sites for defence work. In April 1935,
Chamberlain, an active supporter of this policy, was pressing
the Committee of Imperial Defence to build an armaments
factory in South Wales and trying to persuade Imperial
Chemical Industries to build a new explosives factory there.47
Chamberlain seemed to see this as a way out of his dilemma
over the Special Areas. Prevented by his economic views
from taking strong measures to encourace the development of
private enterprise in the areas,/ he saw rearmament as a
"legitimate" opportunity to give some help.

The question of rearmament was complex. The defence
departments, more concerned about their own priorities than
the plight of the Special Areas, were always ready to use
the urgency of the situation as a reason for doing what was
convenient for them. Within the Cabinet, Chamberlain, Brown
and Wood48 supported the interests of the depressed areas
against Duff Cooper, the Secretary for War. One case arose
over the building of a cordite factory in Scotland. Rather
than build it in the Special Area, Cooper wanted to have it

at Gretna, on the site of a First World War munitions factory,
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even though workers would have to be transferred into the
area and accommodation provided for them. After protests
in the Cabinet, Inskip, Minister for Coordination of Defence,
ruled in favour of the Special Area.49 Despite this
concession, Inskip still maintained his basic position that
the surplus population in the Special Areas did not have the
specific skills that were required for certain types of
production. "If we put an aeroplane factory in South Wales,
the skilled labour would not be available for years.” Thus
there was bound to be conflict between the needs of the Areas
and those of the defence programme.

If he was told by the Cabinet that he was to put

the interests of the Special Areas in front of

the defence programme, he could do it, but if the

programmes were to advance at maximum speed we

could not afford to establish them in the Areas.>0

Department regulations and breakdowns in communications
hindered the placing of contracts in the Areas. On at least
one occasion officials responsible for allocating contracts
denied that they knew of the provision for giving priority to
the Areas.51 The defence departments' regulation that firms
considered for contracts should employ a certain proportion
of ex-servicemen, was also a disadvantage in parts of the
Special Areas. Many working men there had been in reserved
occupations during the war so that firms did not always employ
a sufficient proportion of ex—servicemen.52 The departments

were not prepared to alter these provisions. The government

had also decided, under pressure from the Federation of British
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Industries (FBI) not to introduce any element of coercion of
industry during the drive for rearmament and this meant that
the defence departments had no control over subcontracting.5
These factors limited the aid that could be given to the
Special Areas.

Other criticisms of the allocation of rearmament
contracts highlighted one of the anomalies of the Special
Areas Act. The North Eastern Development Board complained
that only thirty out of sixty-seven naval orders had been
placed on the Tyne or the Clyde.54 But the Special Areas
were not the only depressed areas in Britain. Unemployment
was high in all the shipbuilding centres and the government
could not afford to neglect these other badly hit regions.
Similarly, the government justified the building of a new
arms factory at Chorley in Lancashire on the grounds that the
town was almost as depressed as parts of Wales.SS Such
difficulties were inevitable because the scheduling of the
Areas had been so restricted.

The placing of contracts in the areas did not always
mean that more jobs were provided. In some cases, men
already in work were simply given overtime.s6 This was par£ly
because men in the areas had lost their skills and their
fitness for work during years of unemployment. This was

particularly true of older miners, who after long unemployment

were unlikely to be fit to enter the pit again, or, if they
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did so, were not always able to cope with the new techniques
and new machinery. It was also difficult to find ship-
builders who had retained their skills.57 Thus at times
there appeared a cruel paradox in the Special Areas: a
shortage of the right type of labour in the midst of mass
unemployment.

In some ways rearmament contradicted other policy
stands of the government. It had been a traditional argument
of the Conservatives that public works provided only temporary
relief and did not solve the problem of unemployment.
Rearmament too would only provide employment for a short time,
in the event that there was no war, nor did it provide assets
for the areas such as roads and hospitals. In the case of
rearmament, however, the government were prepared to justify
short term work. "There is a clamant need for providing
work in the Special Areas, even if the work only lasts for a
few years," argued Ernest Brown;58 the argument was accepted
but was not applied to relief works.

As the European situation deteriorated after the
German re-occupation of the Rhineland in 1936, the rearmament
programme began to have some effect. The change was partic-
ularly marked on Tyneside where unemployment fell by 20.5%
between December, 1935, and September, 1936 - though at 24.8%

it was still double the national average.59 Even when

contracts were not placed directly in the Special Areas, there

-
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was still a multiplier effect. Stewart attributed the
decline in unemployment in Cumberland during 1936 to the
recovery of the iron and steel industry.60 Though it helped
employment, rearmament did not help to solve the basic problem
of the Areas' reliance on a limited range of industry. This
problem was not always recognised in the Special Areas: the

inhabitants found it difficult to believe that the basic

industries would not continue and did not regard the newer

industries as viable. "Britain cannot survive by the
manufacture of wireless sets, umbrellas or buttons. We
1061

need the basic industries.
Stewart did try, nonetheless, to encourage the
diversification of the economy in the Areas. His methods
were necessarily indirect, because of the limitations imposed
on him by the legislation. He encouraged local development
organisations to advertise the Areas' potential for new
industries. These organisations already existed in the North
East and South Wales; as a result of Grondona's efforts,
the Cumberland Development Council was formed during 1935.
Stewart hoped that these local groups would stimulate self-
confidence and encourage local business enterprise. He also
sent questionnaires through the FEI to 5,829 firms, asking
whether they had established any branches in the Special Areas
or were likely to. The response was discouraging. 1,763

firms never replied and only 64 gave affirmative answers to

R e



140

any of his questions.62 It was evident that there was little
to be hoped for from the spontaneous development of industry.

By the summer of 1935 Stewart was convinced that a
more direct effort was needed to counteract the prejudices of
industrialists and to encourage new industries to come to the
Areas. With varying degrees of success, he tried to tackle
three problems which he identified as hindrances to industry:
sites, finance and rates.

Industrial sites in the Special Areas were derelict,
unattractive and difficult to clear. 014 industrial buildine
such as iron works or pithead buildings vere not suitable for
new industries. Consequently, the initial costs of manu-
facturing companies in the Areas were high. It was for this
reason that Stewart began to consicder establishing trading
estates in the Areas.63

Successful trading estates had been established by
private enterprise at such places as Trafford Park and Slough:
the owners provided the land, building and such services as
roads and power and the industrialists thus saved much of
their capital costs. The case for trading estates was

strengthened in 1935 by the publication of Board of Trade's

Survey of industrial development which showed that 54% of the

manufacturers who had opened new- factories in 1934 had chosen
particular sites because suitable buildings were available.

The Commissioner could not provide factories himself, as this

LD ke A
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v
entailed helping undertakings carried on for profit, so

Stewart again turned to the device of establishing a non-

profit concern to run the estates. Giving a grant to such
a company would inevitably result in a concealed subsidy to
firms which took factories on estates, but Tribe argued that

this had to be done because it seemed “hopeless ... to

expect private enterprise to take the initiative! 65 The

Ministry of Labour also supported the Commissioner:

In a capitalistic society economic developments
are largely promoted by undertakings carried on
for profit and to assist such undertakings in
the Special Areas, provided it is not done
directly ... may well be justifiable.66

The interdepartmental committee which considered
Stewart's first report did not think that trading estates
could be successful. Despite this view, the committge did
recommend that the scheme be further investigated because of

"the necessity for an experiment in inducing industry to

67

settle in the Special Areas.” Again, political necessity

rather than economic conviction was the reason for advocating
change. In its manifesto for the election of 1935, the

government promised publicly that the matter would be

68

considered. The main objections to the idea came from

-

the Treasury whose officials disapproved of the idea of a

"dunmy company" and of indirect aid to profit making

69

enterprises. Degpite this, after the election, Stewart
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f\* was permitted to go ahead with plans for forming a company
J

in the North East. Wales was initially excluded, as a
private company proposed to build an estate there. The
Scottish Commissioner was informed of the arrangements so
that he could adopt a similar policy. Only Cumberland's
claims were rejected because the population was too small to
provide a local market, and because, in terms of supplying
national demand, "the situation of West Cumberland, even with
good communications, isgeographically impossible."70
During 1936 the plans for trading estates were
developed. The process was slow, involving long debates
with the Treasury over financial provisions.71 It was
August before the site for the North Eastern trading estate
was announced. Team Valley, on the outskirts of Gateshead,
was adjacent to the main road and rail links between London
and Edinburgh. Plans were also made for an estate in Wales,
the private company having lost interest. The development
of trading estates was tantamount to an admission that the
original legislation had been inadequate. Treasury support
was reluctant and Treasury officials felt that precedents
were being stretched: "we feel that we have met the (North
Eastern Trading Estates) company fairly and that we have come
pretty near to affording assistance to undertakings carried

w12

on for gain. While the press continued to criticise the

inadequacy of the legislation,73 those responsible for
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financing it already thought that they had gone far
enough.

Apart from the problem of sites, Stewart regarded the
difficulty of getting capital as a major deterrent to new
industry in the Areas. In his first report he recommended
that a special fund be set up to advance loans at cheap
rates to firms willing to establish themselves there.74
Wilson's interdepartmental committee thought that such a
scheme might interfere with the natural development of
industry outside the Areas: financing "a boot factory in
South Wales ... might put out of business a boot factory in

Northampton, 75

a curiously mercantilist view. Wilson
repeated that the government must not risk the loss of
business confidence and upset the national recovery; any
such upset would only aggravate the plight of the areas.
Despite these doubts, the committee bowed to the general
"belief that there exists a potential expansion of small
industries if only the necessary money was forthcoming,"76
and recommended that the possibility be investigated. The
Cabinet subcommittee agreed and in October, 1935, Chamberlain
began negotiaéions with Montagu Norman, Governor of the Bank
of England.77

The negotiations were slow. It was not until his

budget speech of April, 1936, that Chamberlain announced that

the government hoped to form the ecial Areas Reconstruction
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Association (SARA), a company to finance small business in
the Areas.78 The government's participation in the company
was limited. The company's capital of fl,OO0,000 was
provided by the City and the Bank of England; the Treasury
paid only for the administration of the fund and guaranteed
a guarter of any loss. Low interest loans, to the value of
§10,000 would be offered to firms starting up in the Areas.
The suggestion was not well received on the Labour benches.
Hugh Dalton pointed out that the Areas needed Billinghams,

not small businesses.79 The New Statesman accused the

government of more tinkering with the problem.80 A month
later, the legislation to establish SARA was introduced.
Though SARA did mark further government involvement in
industrial development, it was hardly a major step, and
there was general disappointment with the legislation.&l
SARA soon came.under fire on the grounds that its procedures
were slow and that its terms were not much better than those

of the banks.82

High rates were another deterrent to industry,
though Stewart thought that their effect on employers "was

out of all proportion to their real significance."83 He

agreed that rate relief would increase the Areas' attraction
for industry, and in this he was supported by his District
84

Commissioners, especially Forbes Adam. Stewart argued

that
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inasmuch as the cause (of high rates) is national
or international ... the Areas have a clear
justification for claiming that relief should be
given on a national basis and that their excess
expenditure on public assistance should be
reduced to the national average. 85
Treasury officials maintained that the problem would be eased
by the periodic revision of the block grant formula and
refused to consider any more direct rate relief. They
pointed out that there were places outside the Special Areas
whose rates were as high so that any relief could not be

restricted to the Areas.86

With respect to rate relief,
Stewart made no headway at all.

By the time of his third report, in November, 1936,
Stewart was still unable to point to any major changes in
the industrigl position of the Areas. The limited
improvement in employment was more the result of rearmament
than of the Special Areas policy. Stewart had, however,
succeeded in winning more positive powers to attract industry,
through the formation of trading estate companies and of SARA.
As he admitted, the impact of these new powers would in-
evitably be long term;87 in the meantime the immediate

problem of dealing with the surplus population in the Areas

remained.

Transference and Land Settlement

Because he was pessimistic about the chances for

improvement in the Areas, Stewart believed that transference

was "one of the essential measures of relief."88
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Transference schemes were operated by the Ministry of Labour
with the aid of the UAB and Stewart gave them every
encouragement. The Cabinet subcommittee on the Special
Areas agreed that transference was the only hope for the
young people. Within the Areas, however, transference was
opposed. To the local authorities the young people who left
were potential householders so transference deprived them of
both prospective ratepayers and units for the weighting of
their block -grant, leaving behind a population of the very
old and very young who required services and did not .provide
revenue.89 There were also emotional reasons for resistance
to transference. One Cumbrian parish councillor complained
"we do not want to see our community breaking up."90
Theré was also a strong personal resistance to
transference. It was difficult for people who lived in the
Areas to accept the official view that there was no hope of
employment there. The Cumbrian miners gained a particular

reputation for being unwilling to move,91 though Stewart

maintained that the main criticism of the policy came from

2
Wales.g“ There were other factors militating against
transfer. Unemp loyment was by no means low in other areas
and men were reluctant to move without security. Although

unemployment benefits were low, they did provide some income;
men were not forced by starvation to leave their homes and
the support of the local community. The occasional return

of failed transferees reinforced this unwillingness to move.
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After the Special Areas legislation was passed, the
transference schemes were expanded. It was made easier
for families to join transferees and schemes for juveniles
were expanded. Stewart aided local schemes such as Lady
Headlam's in Durham, for training girls in domestic skills
so that they could go into service in the south. He tried
to provide hostels in the reception areas for men from the
Special Areas, but was not allowed to do so because such
provision did not encourage economic development.93 The
Commissioner consistently supported Empire migration and gave
money to the Child Emigration Society to support children
from the Special Areas at emigration homes, pending their

emigration to the Fairbridge Farm Schools in Canada and

Australia.

Nineteen thirty-six was the peak year for transference.

28,000 adults were transferred, 15,407 juveniles and 10,179
famlies.94 By this time, resistance to transfer as a policy
was gathering momentum. Many of the juvenile transferees
returned home: the wastage rate between October, 1934 and
September 1937 was 40% for boys and 50% for girls.95
Transference cut across the policy of trying to induce
economic recovery in the areas because it removed the youngest
and most adaptable members of the workforce. By the end of

1936, the prospect of jobs in the areas through rearmament

also hindered the policy. Strategic considerations increased
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public demand for the development of the areas rather than K
transference: "Defence policy and social policy require

that slow depopulation should not be accepted as a tolerable
means of escape from intolerable distress."96 The
international situation thus gave force to criticisms of
government policy.

By the end of 1936 there had been some revival of
industry and employment in the Areas but this was localised
and only served to pinpoint the problems of those places
where there had been no recovery. Such areas were inland
villages built around coal or iron mines which had been
worked out or become uneconomic. Once their mineral wealth
had been exploited they offered little to industry. Stewart
appointed investigators to inquire into the prospects for
South West Durham, the largest of these areas. The report,
published in February, 1937, was pessimistic, advocating
transference as virtually the only solution.97 But by now
transference was not such an acceptable policy and Brown was
quick to dissociate the government and the Cormissioner from
the conclusions drawn by the investigators. Instead, the
governmentvgérmed the South West Durham Improvement Association
which was to investigate ways of fostering the economic
rehabilitation of the area.98 This was a major change in
attitude for a government which had once regarded transference

as the main hope for the Special Areas.99

A3
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Land settlement frequently involved transference.
Chamberlain and MacDonald both regarded the establishment of
small holdings as one of the major hopes for the Areas.lo0
It was also one of Stewart's major interests, though he was
not convinced that it would "solve" the problem of unemploy-
ment. Apart from the expense involved, he realised that the
operation of the agricultural marketing schemes was inimical

to smallholders.lol

His doubts were confirmed by the
publication of three reports on the land during 1935. The
Carnegie Trust's investigation into the feasibility of land
settlement concluded that
under existing economic conditions, settlement on
the land offers little hope of creating new
employment; it is likely to lead to a displace-
ment of lakour elsewhere and to a general

reduction in the standard of living of those
already in agriculture.l02

The other two studies were equally discouraging.103 Stewart
expressed this increasing pessimism in his first report when
he emphasised the difficulties of land settlement and said
that his own schemes would be cautious and careful.104
Stewart encouraged several types of scheme. Two of
these, group holdings and allotments, were regarded from the
‘'start as having social rather than economic value and will be
discussed later. He also tried to establish men as indepen-

dent smallholders. His first scheme, to set up his own

organisation, fell through' when the man he had appointed as

P
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director died suddenly. He then decided to work through
the Land Settlement Association (LSA), an organisation which
he could help because it was not operating for profit. He
also supported schemes operated by Durham County Council and
founded a Welsh Land Settlement Trust, headed by Geoffrey
Crawshay.

The schemes involved both transference and local
settlement. The transference schemes were operated
entirely by the LSA. Plans were prepared for the trans-
ference of 1,040 families from the Areas to estates in the

4

South and Midlands. Apart from the first 240 families,
whose expenses were supplied mainly by the LSA,105 the
Commissioner paid the cost from the Special Areas fund.
In addition to the local settlement schemes operated by
Durham County Council and the Welsh Trust, he supported an
LSA project to settle 200 families on estates in Cumberland.
In all these schemesg, including those in Durham and Wales,
the Commissioner, who did not have his own technical staff,
left the administration to the spending bodies and main-
tained only a very general cont;ol over expenditure with the
result that the societies were usually able to exceed their
spending limits.106
In the early years of the experiment, land settle-

ment seemed to be working smoothly. Arrangements were made

for settlers to receive their unemployment benefits during
“ .

\
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training and they were given working capital in the form of
loans and grants. The 1936 report of the LSA was
optimistic: though there were difficulties with settlers
who were apathetic and suspicious after years of unemploy-
ment, the scheme was progressing well.107 By September,
1936, 379 men were in training and 166 had their families
with them.lo8 The Welsh and Durham schemes were also
satisfactory. Though the numbers were not large, Stewart
was pleased with the results. At the beginning of 1937,
the LSA was confident that it would have filled all its
vacancies for trainees under the Special Areas schemes by
August.

At this point, the schemes were still relatively new.
Men were still at the training stage and had not yet become
full tenants of their holdings; their income still came
from the UAB, not from the work they did on the land. The
tenants were older men with families, who were therefore more
likely to have difficulty adjusting to a new way of life.
The Ministry of Labour, which selected the trainees,
delilberately chose those men who were least likely to get a

job in their own area.109

Such factors were to tell against
the scheme in later days.
In his third report, published in November, 1936,

Stewart suggested another form of land settlement: cottage

homesteads. This was to be a family transference scheme for



152

older men with no real job prospects whose children were of
an age to enter the workforce. The families were to be
established in small groups in the South and Midlands. Each
man would continue to receive his unemployment benefit,
supplementing it with produce from his holding, which was in
effect, a large allotment. The children would have a chance
of finding jobs in the area, and the family unit would not be
broken.

There was never any possibility under the Special
Areas legislation of land settlement being the panacea which
its most ardent advocates claimed. The numbers involved
were too small, and it was lkecoming obvious that the

programme would take a long time to complete.

To Lapse, Continue or Amend

The National Government's mandate was renewed at the

election of 1935. Its majority had been reduced, but was

_ still substantial.llo Though this election is often said

to have turned on issues on foreign policy,lll much of the

debate at constituency level centred on domestic affairs.112
The government's manifesto also concentrated on domestic
- policy. The longest single section was a defence of the

Special Areas policy. Emphasising the intractable nature of

the problem, the manifesto reasserted the government's concern
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for the Areas, pointed out the benefits which would accrue
from rearmament and promised support for the Commissioners'
trading estates.ll3 Neither of the other parties laid so
much stress on the problems of the Areas, though both

emphasised the misery caused by continuing unemployment.ll4

Labour did well on the whole in the Special Areas.
South Wales had hardly wavered in 1931, but Labour regained
seats in Scotland and won all the county seats in Durham.

In Cumberland, Tom Cape was returned unopposed for Workington
and Frank Anderson, a railway clerk, defeated William Nunn.
Apart from Jarrow, Labour did badly on Tyneside, a
traditionally Conservative area which was beginning to feel
the benefit of rearmament. The election showed that the
popular concern expressed in the press for the Special Areas,
was not strong enough to have any electoral impact. There
seemed to be no electoral reason for the government to alter
its cautious policy.

After the election, the international situation
increasingly occupied the government. Chamberlain's budget
of 1936 was the first rearmament budget; instead of being
able to continue the tax remissions of the previous two years
and to invroduce schemes to promote further recovery, he had
to increase direct and indirect taxes.llS The demands of

rearmament meant that less money was awailable for other

purposes, given the government's determination to balance the
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budget.116 Cabinet discussions were also dominated by

foreign affairs.ll7 The Labour Party's energies were
diverted by European events; from 1935 the Spanish Civil
War in particular became a party cause. It is within this
context of the primacy of foreign affairs that the subsequent
development of the Special Areas policy occurred.

The legislation was due to lapse at the end of 1937.
In March, 1936 Frank Tribe began to consider the future of the
Commissioner's powers. He expected that by the autumn of
1936, all the major developments practicable under the
legislation would have been initiated, and could pass under
the supervision of regqgular government departments, obviating
the need for a Commissioner.1l8 The alternative was to
extend the legislation, but he doubted that the government
would be willing to consider that.119 This aquiescence was
not shared by Forbes Adam, who urged Stewart to press for
the development of a stronger government policy. "Would it
be possible for the government to resist the pressure you put

on them with the support of the District Commissioners?...

The government will not move unless a decision is forced on

them."120

There is no record of whether Stewart did put pressure
on the government, but certainly by the end of April it had
been decided that the legislation should continue. When

Crawshay was offered a job to be taken up at the end of his

contract, Horace Wilson advised him to turn it down, implying
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that the government would still requiré his services.lzl
During May, the Cabinet subcommittee decided officially that
the Act should continue, having received advice that "to
abolish the Special Areas would give the impression of
abandoning the problem, which no government would wish to
incur."122 Again, the emphasis was on appearances, rather
than on a genuine commitﬁent to the Areas.

During the summer of 1936 the Cabinet also had to

consider the problem of finding a successor to Stewart. In

May, Stewart had informed Chamberlain that he wished to resume

his business activities, though he told Grondona privately
that he had found the work too frustrating.123 He agreed
to stay in office until November, the second anniversary of
his appointment. The man chosen as his suécessor was Sir
George Gillett, a prominent Quaker, with banking interests in
the C}ty. Gillett had a record of involvement in the social
services and was a less aggressive man than Stewart. It is
tempting to speculate that_he was chosen on the grounds that
he would probably be less forceful than Stewart and less
likely to embarrass the government in his reports, and indeed

his staff were to find him "more helpful g¥%.the social side

than the industrial side" 124

None of these decisions were to be made public until
the autumn. In the meantime, public demand for a more

active policy was.increasing. A new aspect of the debate
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was concern aboué the growth of London. Between 1919 and !
1939 the population of London increased by 2,000,000 mainly ¥
by migration.125 This expansion was the bugbear of the :
planners and of those who turned their thoughts to the
Special Areas. "In London's growth lies a good deal of the
explanation of the distressed areas' shrinkages."126
Strategic considerations emphasised the problem. That such
a large population and so much capital should be concentrated
in an area vulnerable to air attack seemed folly. As the
European situation deteriorated, the problem of London

increasingly became a focus for those who sought to encourage

the development of the Special Areas and national planning

for industry.127

As in the spring of 1934, the government again came
under pressure from all sides in the autumn of 1936.
Even within the Cabinet, Wood and Brown, stirred by the
report of an investigation into standards of health in
Merthyr, asked the government "to leave nothing uﬂdone which
we can do to provide opportunities for work for the kind of ’
labour available in all the hard hit areas. 128 In
September, the TUC passed a resolution condemning government
inagtivity in the Areas and demanding a programme of public
works and planning for industry.129 In October came the

Jarrow march. Two hundred picked men from Jarrow marched

to London to present a petition. They were led bty Ellen

oy i
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Wilkinson, the Labour MP, but were supported by all political
shades in the North East.l3o The march coincided with the
announcement of Stewart's resignation and of the continuation
of the legislation. Stewart's official reason for leaving was
not believed. It was generally accepted that he had resigned
from sheer frustration. "The government has broken the

w131

gspirit of Sir Malcolm Stewart. All these events provoked

sympathy for the Areas. Even the Conservative Party
Conference demanded a more vigorous policy,132 while the
Labour Party decided to make its own investigation into

conditions in the Areas.l33

In November, Stewart added his support to the demand
for a positive policy. In his third report, he surveyed the
problems of the Areas and made a thinly veiled attack on the
government's policies. He pointed out that unemployment in
the Special Areas had fallen by 10.9% to 29.1% during his period
as Commissioner. The corresponding figures for Great Britain
were 13.1% and 12.9%.73%  not only was unemployment falling
more slowly in the Special Areas, but the proportié% of long
term unemployed there -~ men who had been out of work for more

than five years - had increased by 85% in the previous year.135

He made it clear that he had made full use of his powers so the

conclusion must inevitably be that his powers were not sufficient

for the task. He demanded a stronger attack on the problem.
Though he did not agree with compulsory location of industry,

he suggested controls on the growth of London, which had

et
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become "a national menace, He also recommended more
positive inducements to encourage industry to go to the
Special Areas and hinted at the need for a minister to take
charge of the policy.136 The report was well received.

The Times regarded it as "stimulating and thoroughly

practical" while the Manchester Guardian praised Stewart

37

and criticised the limitations on his powers.l
The Special Areas Act was due to be included in the
Expiring Laws Continuance Bill which was debated towards the
end of every vear. An all party movement bhegan among MP's
.

to exclude the Special Areas from the Bill and thus force

the government to introduce new and wider legislation. On

16 November, a group of Conservative MP's, led by Lord Wolmer,

met Captain Margesson, the government Chief Whip, and
threatened to vote against the government if the legislation
was not improved.138 The government quickly capitulated.
In the all-night debate which followed, Chamberlain promised
new legislation and supported in principle granting
inducements to industry. He refused to commit the
government to any extension of the areas. He asked the
House to support the inclusion of the Special Areas
legislation in the Bill as there was not enough time to get
new legislation through all the stages before March.139

The Labour Party refused to accept this but most of the
Conservative rebels were satisfied and the legislation was

included in the Bill.
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The Conservative revolt coincided with Edward VIII's i
famous visit to South Wales when he demanded that "something
must be done" for the area.140 While the scope of the new K
legislation was being debated in Whitehall, public pressure
continued. The Assembly of the Church of England passed a
resolution calling for a rewision of the boundaries of the
141

Areas and the expansion of productive enterprise there.

In January, the readers of the Daily Herald were subjected

to emotional accounts of the discoveries of the Labour
Party's Commission on the Special Areas. The Commission
added little that was new to the demands of Malcolm Stewart,
but it did serve to keep the question of the Areas a live
issue. The government was also under moredirect pressure
from deputations from such groups as the Children's Minimum
Committee and the National Union of Teachers.142

All this had little effect on Chamberlain: he
wanted to warn people

against the cruellest deception of all and that v

is to pretend that we have got up our sleeves

some spectacular plan that would in a trice

solve one of the most obstinate, baffling

problems that hgs ever faced a government in

this country.14
The intractable nature of the problem was a constant theme
of Chamberlain's speeches. He had not been lazy:

there is no minister - I would say even no man -

who has worked harder or longer than I have in

trying Eo solve the problems of the Special
Areas.1%4

o ad
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There seems little doubt that Chamberlain was sincere in
his protestations. His past history as Mayor of Birmingham
and as a reforming Minister of Health indicates that he had
a genuine concern for the common man. But his mind was
closed to new ideas. Apart from a gradual, piecemeal
approach, he could see no solution that would not create more
difficulties than it solved. /

In December, 1936, Lord Nuffield, the motor
manufacturer, announced a gift of fZ,OO0,000 to found a
Trust to aid the Special Areas. He said that the
government was doing all that could be done within its
legitimate sphere; his gift was to be used in ﬁore

unorthodox ways, to finance businesses or promote social

services.l45- The trustees were to include Lord Portal, who
was also chairman of SARA.146 Inevitably the gift was seen
as a criticism of the government's parsimony. The gift was

more than the Prime Minister's government have

found it in their hearts to confer ... the.nation

would not grudge a gift from themselves to the

distressed areas of more than £2,000,000.147

More time seems to have been spent on the preparation
of the new bill than on the original one. It was discussed
in the departments and by Wilson's interdepartmental
committee and the Cabinet sub-committee. The discussions
concentrated much more on the economic than the social
aspects of the legislation but were still dominated by the

desire to pacify public opinion rather than by a real

conviction that something could be done. The civil servants



161

had not yet been converted by the planners or the Keynesians
and no consideration was given to the idea of developing
an economic strategy for the nation. Though Stewart had
asked that the government develop a policy directed
specifically at reducing unemployment, this was not
considered. But the discussion did mark a change in that
it centered on means of reviving the areas rather than
depopulating them; transference was scarcely mentioned.
During the discussions, two major changes were
made in the legislation. As it was "impossible in the
present political atmosphere to resist some extension,"148
provision was made for the inclusion of new areas, though
these were to be "certified" rather than "special" and
would benefit only from the economic and not the social
service powers of the Commissioner. This reduced expense;
it also satisfied those areas which did not want to become
full "Special Areas" because the term "carries with it a
stigma which tends to discourage industrialists."149
Representatives of such areas were to apply for certification
their case would be judged by the Minister of Labour aided

by an advisory committee.150

This more flexible system

was disliked by some of the Commissioner's staff: "Strict
definition has been a sheet anchor which we could ill have
spared these last two years.“151

The second change in the legislation was the
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provision of inducements to industry. These were debated
in the Treasury. Some business interests protested against
the provision of inducements,152 but, after Chamberlain's
promise to the House, something had to be done. The
Treasury agreed to reductions in rates and incéme tax for new
employers in the areas, provision of factories on sites
other than trading estates and wage subsidies for workers
in training, The financial inducements were varied so that
businesses going to the worst areas got the highest rates of
inducement for the greatest length of time, up to a maximum
of five vears. In addition, a Treasury fund of £2,000,000
was established, financed entirely by the government, to
offer low interest loans to companies starting in the areas.
The fund was.to work in conjunction with the Nuffield Trust
and SARA and was to be administered by Lord Portal. These
changes marked a substantial increase in the Commissioner's
powers to attract new industry. No aid to the basic
industries was considered.

Two of the main demands of the critics were rejected.
Stewart had complained that his subordinate position to the
Minister of Labour was the cause of much procedural delay
and there was a widespread demand that a minister should
take charge of the legislation, so that issues could be

thrashed out in Cabinet meetings rather than among departments

in Whitehall. This was rejected on the grounds of admini-
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strative convenience: Special Areas expenditure fell 3
:

within the sphere of existing departments and to have a g
separate Minister would cause "difficulties 153 )

Stewart's proposals for limiting the growth of London were
considered, but the interdepartmental committee felt that !
the question was too complex to be dealt with quickly. In
any case, the issue was regarded as "not really relevant
to the Special Areas." The civil servants recommended and
the government accepted that a Royal Commission should
be appointed to examine the whole question of the location
of industry and that they should take the risk of being
"accused of shelving Stewart's recommendafions."154

The whole problem of location was a thorny one.
Though the strategic and social problems posed by the
congestion in the South and Midlands were generally recognised,
to introduce state direction of industry in peacetime was
more than a government as cautious as the National Government
could contemplate and probably more than public opinion
could bear. The FBI had already warned Chamberlain that
industry would not countenance the imposition of government
controls over defence production.155 Controls aover the
location of industry would certainly have been very strongly
resisted. Stewart himself, despite his frustrations as

Commissioner, balked at the idea of "general compulsion."156

The Labour Party did recommend stricter controls, but it did
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not receive much support. Uncontrolled cdevelopment in the
prosperous areas reduced the effectiveness of the new
inducements to industry. The South and Midlands could still
provide a labour force, and offered higher purchasing power
and more attractive surroundings than the Special Areas.
Chamberlain's White Paper embodying the new proposals
for the Bill was published on 1 March. He had privately
admitted that he thought the plans were "pretty thin,"157 so
he could not have been surprised at the disappointment with
which it was greeted. The Times, while admitting the
improvements criticised the failure to tackle the problems
of industrial location, and felt that the government needed
"a stiffer resolution" in dealing with the Areas.158 The
North Eastern Development Board regretted that no minister
had been appointed, while the Lancashire Development
Council complained that the new legislation would only help
those who could help themselves.159 Though some of the
Conservative rebels were disappointed with the White Paper,
most of them agreed to support the government on the grounds
that there had been some real improvement.160 Once this
internal threat had been removed, the government was free to
go ahead.
When the Bill was introduced to Parliament, a great

furore arose over the way it had been drawn up. Most of

the meat of the Bill - the incentives to industry and the
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provision for certified areas - was contained in the
f£inancial resolution which had to be accepted or rejected

in its entirety. This meant that thore was no room for
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amendnment . The Labour Party criticised this bitterly.
Bevan described it as "a conspiracy of the government to
prevent the House from calling it to book for its treatment
of the Special Areas." 161 Baldwin defended the tightly
drawn resolution, claiming pressure of par%iamentary business “
and adding that to leave financial measures open to amendment
would be likely to increase the demands on the Exchequer.
By this time rearmament expenditure was a major worry and
Chamberlain feared an unbalanced budget.162 Such worries
were having an impact on domestic programmes.

The debate on the money resolution was fiery.
Ernest Brown was scarcely able to get a hearing at first.
He defended the Bill, claiming that the Commissioner's new
powers were extensive. He also announced the appointment
of the Royal Commission under Sir Montagu Barlow, and the
formation of the West Cumberland Industrial Development
Company, which was to provide industrial sites in West
Cumberland.163 The main themes of the Labour contribution
to the debate were demands for state control of industrial
location and for the appointment of a minister. The

opposition achieved nothing; without the support of the

majority of the Northern Group they were powerless. There
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was a general air of resignation on the Labour side during

the third reading. Ellen Wilkinson, accepting that nothing

could be done to change the legislation, was reduced to
pleading that the government should at least be whole-
hearted in enforcing it.164 The bill became law on 7 May.
The original Special Areas legislation had quickly
proved to be inadequate both as an aid to the economic
revival of the areas and as a device to pacify public
concern. Once the government had promised action and
experiments, it was committed toding something unless
public interest waned. It became politically impossible
for the government to continue the policy of minimal
intervention which Chamberlain and his Treasury advisers

felt to be edonomically sound. Sradually, and always in

response to pressure, concessions were made, but these

did no* seriously compromise the basic stand of the government.

The amending legislation of 1937 offered enticements to
industry rather than immediate aid to the unemployed and its
effects would inevitably be long term. The aims of
fostering business confidence and maintaining sound

traditional finance remained supreme.
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CHAPTER IV

THE SPECIAL AREAS LEGISLATION, 1934-37;
THE CASE OF WEST CUMBERLAND

The West Cumberland Special Area

A southern man ... deserv's as considerable a
Post, in a more benign climate and among more

Civilis'd People.... Noe man will suit naturally
with Cumbefland, who was not borne at least in
Yorkshire.

Cumbrians were very aware of themselves as a
distinct people, even though many of them, particularly in
the Wast, were descendents of nineteenth century immigrants
rather than of native stock. This sense of identity was
fostered by the local press, which regularly carried
articles in local dialect and reports of meetings of the
Cumberland and Westmorland Societies formed by exiles in
other parts of Britain and the Empire. The new District
Commiséioner, L. St. Clare Grondona, found himself inh this
self-conscious society in 1935. Far from being "borne at
least in Yorkshire" he had been born in Victoria, Australia.
His initial reception was cautious. Some doubts were
expressed about the choice of such a "foreigner" but there
was also a feeling that "as a colonial and ex-soldier
Mr. Grondona may have a less conventional red-tapish outlook
than many of our home politicians."2 Grondona himself

thought that he had a better reception as a "foreigner" than
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he would have done had he been a hated southerner.3 He was a
vigorous, capable man, confident and impatient of regulations;
these factors were to make it difficult for him to work
within a civil service framework.

The area with which Grondona had to deal was not
homogeneous. The boundary, later to be described as "a most
singular and fantastic line,“4 ran from the East end of the
Solway to the Duddon estuary, enclosing much land that was
not industrial: the Solway plain, the coastal area between
St. Bees and Millom, and the Western Lake District. Alston
formed a separate part of the Area. It adjoined Haltwhistle,
a similarly detached segment of the North Eastern Area.

Such anomalies aggravated the difficulties of the District
Commissioner. The natural links of Alston were with the
Tyne Valley and the area was easily overlooked by people
based in Whitehaven. Barrow and the Furness district of
Lancashire were also excluded, even though "the affairs of
Barrow are almost of as much interest to West Cumberland as
those of Millom and the United Steel Company.“S Seventy per
cent of the population of the area lived in the three coastal
towns of Maryport, Workington and Whitehaven. These tﬂree
towns were the core of the Special Area.

Of all the Special Areas, Cumberland was the smallest,
both physically and in population. In mid 1934, its
estimated population was 150,900, compared with 973,170 in

South Wales and 1,747,140 in the North Eas’t.6 It was also
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the most isolated of the Areas: isolated from main roads
and surrounded by agricultural areas with low purchasing
power. There were no nearby cities to provide focal points
for growth. Cumberland presented a major problem to the
Commissioner. Frank Tribe declared that it was "a mistake
to have scheduled so many of these districts in Cumberland,"7
and Stewart thought that the area was too small to justify
separate treatment.8 Nevertheless, the Area had been
scheduled and could not be ignored, though many of the
Commissioner's staff lamented the difficulty of finding
suitable schemes to implement there.

The headquarter's staff also felt that the area
lacked natural local leaders.9 To some extent the Cumbrians
agreed.‘ Spokesmen for the county complained not so mu;h
that Cumbrians were iﬁcapable of leadership but that the
county did not have major industrialists or aristocratic

leaders with sufficient political pull to attract attention

to the area, nor was there a university whose research
10

interests could further local industry. The most important

employer in the county was United Steel, but with its
diverse interests it was not committed to the survival of

West Cumberland. The owners of the most extensive lands and

mineral rights in the area were Lords Lonsdale and Leconfield.

Far from trying to nurture his inheritance, Hugh Lowther,
Earl of Lonsdale, was consumed by the idea that he was the

last of his line and his aim was "to spend every penny!//
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available .11

Lord Leconfield lived in Surrey and never
expressed any interest in Cumberland.

Unlike the North East and South Wales, Cumberland
had no regional development organisation. During 1934,
there had been some consolidation of local development
organisations but there were still three boards: the West
Cumberland Development Board, based in Workington and
covering the northern part of the coalfield, the Whitehaven

Industrial Development Committee and, further South, the

Millom Development Committee. These were all fairly small

organisations, representing local business interests; local

rivalries prevented them from working together. As the
Specia; Area represented only part of the constituency of
the County Cbuncil, this meant that there was no existing
institution which could claim to speak for the Cumberland
Special Area.

The parliamentary influence of Cumberland was weak.
The county was divided into five constituencies. All
except Carlisle included parts of the Special Area. The
Whitehaven and Workington constituencies were entirely
within the Special Area. The Penrith and Mid-Cumberland
division inc;uded Alston andparts of Cockermouth Rural

District, while parts of Wigton Rural District lay in the

North Cumberland Division. Compaged with the Labour armies

of Soutﬁ Wales and Durham, and the Conservative ranks of
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Tyneside, the four MP's could not command much attention,

particularly as, after the 1935 election, they came from

three different parties.12

Grondona arrived in Cumberland in January, 1935, at

a time when the economy seemed to be improving. Pig iron

-

orders were increasing, a small gypsum mine had opened near
Whitehaven and, a few days after his arrival, the signing

of a coal-cattle agreement with the Free State augured well

for the coal industry. Grondona's office was established

at 30, Roper Street, Whitehaven,

a house typical of the town at that time, once
a prosperous and elegant private residence
built in the local red sandstone, now, like many

houses around it, remarkable only for its air
of crumbling decay.l13

Grondona was aided by a civil servant, C.A. Swindin,

transferred from the Mnistry of Labour in Manchester, and

small c}erical staff. As in London, so in Cumberland,

small staff meant that the Commissioner had to

a

rely on and
work through other bodies in the area.

Grondona's initial task was to make contacts.

was not difficult.

This
Expectations had been raised by the

legislation and local authorities and other bodies in the

area were eager to find out what they could get: Grondona

warned them that he had no executive authority, only the

power to make recommendations,14 but some of his initial

statements - "I have come here to get things done, not so
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much to investigate” and "you have many natural resources;
the problem is how best they can be developed"lS - served to
raise high hopes in the area and received favourable comment
in the press. Grondona himself seems initially to have
underestimated the limits on his powers., He thought that
his main task should be to encourage economic development
but increasingly he came to feel that the legislation
frustrated his efforts.16
The local authorities welcomed the Special Areas
Bill. Before the Act was even passed, Whitehaven Council
decided to hire an extra engineering assistant to help
prepare the new works schemes which they anticipated.17
Most of the authorities seem to have seen the legislation
as a new sou%ce of grants and immediately put forward schemes
for sewage works, roads and the development of public baths.
Most of the schemes were local; the only regional scheme
which was generally proposed was the building of a better
road along the coast. Some of the schemes were completely
beyond the terms of the Act. Broughton Moor Parish Céuncil,
for example, asked thét the Commissioner reopen the nearby
quarry and coal mines.18
Aftef the initial en@husiasm, disenchantment soon .

set in. One cause of disillusion was the non-appearance of

Stewart. "If he intends toJcome to Cumberland, let it be

soon, else everybody will have forgotten there was such a
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person appointed."19

Stewart delayed his visit until
Grondona felt established and consequently did not visit
Cumberland until the end of February, some weeks after his
tours of the other areas. But the delay caused much
impatience. This touchiness was to prove a constant problem
for the Commissioner. Politicians and press in each of the
Speci;l Areas watched the way in which the other areas were
treated and were quick to pounce on evidence of favouritism.
The problem was particularly acute in Cumberland which; as
the smallest area, did not get as much in absolute terms as
the North East or South Wales.

Misconceptions of the nature of the legislation
meant that Stewart and his staff became scapegoats for the
limitations of the Act . Cockermouth RDC's schemes for
land drainage and rural electrification were not covered by
the Act, though one councillor claimed that the projects had
been "wiped out by Grondona."20 It was March, 1935, before
the Coﬁmissioner’s office had prepared the standard
application forms for grants, and the delay caused criticism.
There was no understanding in the Areas of the problems which
Stewart faced in defining his powers and his relationship to
the departments. Stewart remedied the situation to some
extent in his first Report, in July, 1935. Ouoting

MacDonald, Champerlain and Stanley, he explained that it was

"perhaps partly due to statements made by members of the

RISV
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government" that misunderstanding had arisen as to the extent
of his powers.21 He outlined the administrative difficulties
he faced and in this way deflected much of the criticism
from his organisation towards the government.

By the summer of 1935, much of the initial
enthusiasm for the Special Areas legislation had evaporated
in Cumberland. The problem remained of finding out what

could be done within the limits of the Act.

The Cumberland Development Council

One of Grondona's aims was to encourage local co-
operation and initiative in attempts to revive the area.
The divisions among the local development boards inhibited
this. At first Grondona contemplated merging the two
smaller orgar;isatioris with the West Cumberland Development
Board. He changed this plan because it was resisted by the
Whitehaven Committee22 but also because, on closer
acquaintance, he developed a low opinion of the West
Cumberland Board's capacity for action and ir;itiative.23
He decided that it would be better to form a completely new
organisation and Stewart puBlicly promised a grant to entice
local support.24

By July, 1935, the local organisations had agreed to
this plan. Duriné August Grondona contacted the local

authorities to ask for support. He also asked eligible local

authorities to give indirect financial aid to the new body by
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contributing to the Travel and Industrial Development
Association. Local businessmen were also encouraged to
join. W.S. Sadler of Millom agreed to be the Chairman of
the organisation, the Cumberland Development Council (CDC).
Sadler was a retired director of Vickers, the Barrow
shipbuilding firm. He had both business expertise and the
time to devote to the organisation. \

A key role in the new organisation was to be ébat of
the secretary, who would be the senior full time employee.
For this position, Grondona wanted someone who knew the area
thoroughly. Two names were suggested‘to him, Jack Cusack
and Jack Adams, both Labour members of the County Council.
Grondona had a low oplnion of both; though they each had
administrative experience, they also had a reputation for
demagogy. He eventually chose Adams, mainly because he
found Cusack arrogant.26 There were severe doubts at
headquarters about Adams' abilities, but Stewart acquiesced
as there seemed to be no one else.27 The appointment was
greeted with surprise and approval in Cumberland. "Nobody
would have thought of him for the job, but once he was
appointed he was recognised as just the right man.“28

Jack Adams came from a poor family. He was still
a child when his father, an iron miner, was killed in a pit
accident. In time, Adams became an iron miner and an
active trade unionist. In 1911, he became the first Labour

member of Arlecdon and Frizington Council. Eight years
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later he was elected to the County Council and in 1931, he
became its youngest ever Alderman. By 1935, he was a
magistrate, chairman of the County Health Committee and of
Workington Education Cormmittee and an official of Workington
Labour Party. His paid employment was as secretary to the
Colliery Winding Enginemen's Association,. a secure job with

a pension and a house. He gave up this security to take

the initially temporary appointment of secretary to the
Development Council, a decision which caused him some
anxiety.29 A vain man, he was possibly attracted to the job

by the chance of increasing his local fame. He was, however,

genuinely concerned with the welfare of the unemployed in

West Cumberland. His prospects in the new job to a large
extent depended on his own efforts. As secretary, he proved
hard working and resourceful. At meetings of the Council

he played an active role and made sure that he got full

credit for it.30

Grondona persuaded Lord Lonsdale to become President
of the Council. This was something of a coup, as "Lordy"
had not teen in West Cumberland for years. Grondona felt
that the support of such an eminent figure was necessary if
the Development Council was to win general public
acceptance,3l but he seems to have greatly overestimated
Lord Lonsdale's personal influence in the West. Though the

people were prepared to appreciate the spectacle of the Earl

and his yellow Daimler, he was generally disliked among the
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industrial working class on the West Coast.32 The only
work he ever seems to have undertaken for the Development
Council was to preside at its first public meeting. Though
Lord lonsdale's presence provided some colour and flattered
Grondona's vanity, he was of no practical use to the Council.
The Development Council had a large membership,
including representatives of local authorities and of labour;
though the prominent memkters were leaders of local industry
such as Crichton and Highton of United Steel and Major Hibbert
of the Millom and Askam Haematite Company. As the main
body was rather unwieldy, there was an Executive Committee
with twenty members which included, ex-officio, the District
Commissioner. The Council was further divided into
committees which dealt with different aspects of Cumberland's
problems. The Advertising and Publicity Committee was the
most active; it was the only committee with any real executive
power. The others, such as the Iron Ore Committee and the
West Coast Road Committee, were limited to doing research to
support the Council in its role as a pressure group. The
Council was financed by the Special Areas Fund, the local
authorities and private subscriptions. Though the Council
as a whole was cumbersome -~ it met as a body only once a year -
it did represent a wide range of interests and could truly
claim to speak for West Cumberland.

Local rivalries meant that this broad reoresentation

was not achieved without some difficulty. Maryport Urban
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District Council claimed that the town was under-represented
and complained to Grondona.33 Some members of the old
development organisations resented the inclusion of new men;
it s;emed unfair that the Council should "contain men who
had not been to a single meeting of the West Cumberland
Development Board."34 Whitehaven Council too were offended
when, by an oversight, Grondona did not include a
representative of the town on his first list of the Executive.
He apologised, but this was not enough to prevent a stormy
council meeting. For a time it seemed as though Whitehaven
would not participate.35 It says much for Grondona's
organising ability that he was able to form a Council.

On 22 November, 1935, a public inaugural meeting was-
held in Workington Opera louse. The event caused much
excitement and there was a great scramble for tickets. Lord

Lonsdale chaired the meeting; the main speaker was Grondona.

He urged the need for self-help and local enterprise,

emphasising the opportunities in Cumberland for the development
of such industries as food processing. He also announced
that the Commissioner had awarded an initial grant of fS,OOO
to aid research and to cover the administrative expenses of
the Council.36 Though the meeting was criticigsed for being
theatrical and lacking spontaneity,37 on the whole Grondona's

speech was well received. Lord Lonsdale followed up the

meeting by writing to the Times, asking industrialists and
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anyone with money to invest to contact the Development
Council. Nothing seems to have come of this. At the

end of December he closed up Lowther, his remaining seat in
Cumberland, and left the county for good.

The founding of the Development Council coincided with
the sudden closure of thethitehaven Collieries, an event which
further emphasised the instability of West Cumberland’'s
economy. More than 2,000 pit workers and several office
staff lost their jobs and the unemployment rate in the town
doubled. There was nothing that the Council could do
directly about this problen. Its main powers were limited
to advertising the county and to acting as a pressure group.

The aim of the Council's publicity campaigns was to
attract both tourism and industry. One of the first projects

was the production of a brochure, Wonderful West Cumberland,

covering the entire area. Consisting of photographs rather
than text, the kooklet emphasised the scenic beauty of the
Western fells, but also mentioned the harbour facilities along
the coast. 10,000 copies were produced, 75% of the cost
coming from the Special Areas Fund. The brochure was very
highly regarded in the county as excellent publicity. Its
effect is hard to gauge. The idea that tourism was an
industry was new and no statistics were kept. Apart from
encouraging tourism, the Council also advertised in trade
journals and produced leaflets emphasising the industrial

potential of West Cumberland.
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The Development Council also provided information to
manufacturers interested in coming to West Cumberland. This
was the province of Jack Adams, who was tireless in following
up enquiries and in explaining and sometimes exaggerating
the advantages of West Cumberland as an industrial centre.

In this work he was helped by Frank Anderson who tried to build
up contacts in London. In 1936 at one point they were
dealing with enquiries for a canning factory, a starch
manufacturing plant and a factory to make washing machines,38
none of which came to fruition. After the formation of

SARA the Council supported companies applying for loans to
establish industries in Cumberland. During the first two
years of SARA's existence all their applications failed and
Adams complained that as far as SARA was concerned "the amount
of money to be found by the applicant is the first
consideration and the question of providing work in the area
seems to be only second."39 Neither Anderson nor Adams had
experience in business affairs to equip them to judge business
propositions; SARA, on the other hand, was concerned to
fulfill its responsibilities to its shareholders and the
government, so its policy was cautious.40 Anderson and

Adams found these restrictions incomprehensible. During its
first two years the Council had no success in attracting
industries: 1lively publicity was not enough to counteract

the depressed image of Cumberlandi
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Manufacturers will not come inté-what has

been described as a Special Area without

inducements ... for years the isolation and

poor transport of West Cumbérland have been

topics of discussion in the press.4l

The Council also acted as. a pressure group. Many
members of the Council were interested in the revival of
traditional industries. This was hardly surprising since
the most influential industrialists and trade unionists on
the Council represented heavy industry. They refused to
accept the possibility that coal and iron mining were dead.
The Iron Ore Committee pressed the Commissioner to finance
a survey so that the ore reserves could be accurately
determined. They also asked for the establishment of
central pumping stations, to reduce the problem of flooding
in the mines and to enable the ore to be obtained more
cheaply. The survey of reserves foundered because of
complications with the royalty owners. In 1937, however,
the Commissioner finally agreed to a survey of abandoned
mines to examine the feasibility of establishing central
pumping stations. The Committee also tried to persuade
United Steel to use/f higher proportion of local ores in its
operations at Workington but the company maintained that for
technical reasons there had to be a mix of ore.

Anderson and Adams also pressed for government aid to
establish a plant in Cumberland to produce oil from coal.

This was a popular demand in all the declining coalfields in

the 1930's. 0il could be produced from coal by low
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temperature carbonisation or by hydrogenation. Carbon-
isation had not been proved commerically possible. Imperial
Chemical Industries held the patent for the hydrogenation
process. Though there were severe technical doubts about
both processes, these were ignored ty advocates from the
mining communities. In the end the government agreed to
establish an experimental carbonisation plant in South Wales,
but nothing was done in Cumberland.

The Development Council, through its Education and
Apprenticeship Committee, became a mouthpiece for oppesition
to the government's transference policy. It pointed out
incongruities in aid to trainees. To encourage transference,
subsidised apprenticeships were provided only in prosperous
areas. This meant that when the Mid Cumberland Flectricity
Board needed wiremen but could not afford to train them, it
had to bring in trained workers from outside.42 Such
conditions were obviously a disincentive to any manufacturer
coming to the Areas. The Council, supplied with examples
by the Apprenticeship Committee, made representations to
the Ministry of Labour about the situation. These were not
immediately successful, but the provision of subsidised
training for new workers was among the inducements offered
to manufacturers in the 1937 Act.

The Development Council worked closely with the local

MP's, who agreed to form a group to work for Cumbrian interests
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at Westminster. Anderson was the liaison between the MP's

and the Council. He and Cape were the most active of the

PP R,

group. Cape, who was nearly seventy, did not have the ) .
vigour of his younger colleague, and the initdatives came
from Anderson. Cape was willing to admit this:
Why, Mr. Frank Anderson had almost run him
off his feet during the last session. One
’ day he (Anderson) would drag him round to
see the Minister of Defence and then the
Commissioner for the Special Areas. In ;
fact there was no department they hadn't :
visited.43 -
Adams advised Anderson from time to time of the Development
Council's views on particular issues which were leing
debated in Parliament or which should be brought to the

44

attention of the departments. Similarly, Anderson asked

the Council to lobby the government when the Amendment Bill
was being drafted.45 Ancerson believed that the problem of
the depressed areas could onlv be solved by having the
government control the location of industry. The Council's
demands, moderated by the influence of businessmen, were that
the Commissioner's powers should be increased, that strong
incentives should be offered to attract industries, kut that
industrialists should not ke compelled to come to the Areas.
Adams believed that part of his job was to help the
local authorities get the maximum advantage from the Special
Areas Fund. He supported Whitehaven Council when they asked

the Commissioner to increase the grant he had offered to build

new swimming baths. Adams arranged for a deputation to
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discuss the matter with Grondona and made representations

in London. The grant was finally raised a few months

later, after Stewart had made one of his visits to the area.46

Grondona objected when he found out that Adams was also

advising local authorities of the types of schemes which might

be eligible for a grant, but Adams replied "that it was my

job to advise people to start work that would entitle them

to some help from the Commissioner."47 Although the

Council was Grondona's création, it was not his creature.
Adams was a publicity-seeker. As secretary to the

Council, he addressed meetings around the county and became

even more widely known. He did not hesitate to take the

credit for any achievements and always implied that he

could do moré were he not hampered by red tape and

bureaucracy:

I can hardly express my feelings (about his
job) as it is one of those positions where
you can run in circles until you are dizzy
and the nearer you get to government
departments the more red tape and stupidity
you have to contend with, and you believe

me when I say, knowing me as you do, that

at times my thoughts are not as choice as my

language when I am dealing with some of these
people.48

The theme was repeated often, in letters to local businessmen
and in public speeches., He was also prepared to make quite
unfounded claims, as when he asserted that pressure from

the Development .Council had caused the government to withdraw

Barrow from the schedule of Special Areas, so that Cumbrian
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boys could be sent there on assisted apprenticeships.49 This
was an outright lie, as Barrow had never been in the Special
Area. Adams' self-glorification was to cloud his

reputation in later years, making it very difficult to

assess what people really thought of him at the time. There
is no doubt, however, that he did work hard for the recovery
of Cumberland.

Fortunately most of the men with whom Adams worked
on the Council were not so avid for publicity and were
prepared to let Adams have the limelight. The only person
with whom he came into conflict was Anderson who, wanting
to be established in his new constituency, was keen to get
credit for the work he did. At first they worked well
together but in laéer years they were to quarrel.

Though the Development Council made no concrete gains
during its first years, its formation was still a significant
achievement because, for the first time, West Cumberland had
an organisation that could act a; its spokesman. Unlike the
development organisations in the North East and South Wales
the Council represented only the Special Area; 1its attention
was not diverted by rivalries between Special and non-Special
areas. The Cumbrian council was also more successful in
gaining the whole-hearted support of business interests and

local authorities than its counterparts in the other Areas.
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The Cinderella of the Special Areas?

The description of Cumberland as "the Cinderella of
the Special Areas," because of its poor communications and
isolation, first seems to have been used in 1936.50 The
metaphor was thereafter regularly adopted by spokesmen for
Cumberland in presenting their case for better treatment or
expressing their jealousy of the other areas.

It became a commonplace among Cumbrians that they
were badly treated.in comparison with the North East and
South Wales. There was great indignation, for example, that
the deep water quay at Jarrow got a higher rate of grant than
the scheme to improve Whitehaven Harbour.52 The Development
Council, concerned about the question of grants for work
schemes, demanded that Stewart explain why "some of the
Special Areas were receiving substantial grants and West
Cumberland very meagre amounts." Rates in Cumberland were
low compared with those in South Wales and Durham and the
Cumbrians felt that they were being penalised for careful
financial management. Stewart denied this, saying that the
rates of grants varied with individual cases and that there
was no fixed code for assessing grants.53 Cumberland never
did get any of the 100% grants that were offered for some of
the smaller schemes in other areas. There is no doubt that

the local authorities in West Cumberland were in a healthier

financial position than those in South Wales and Durham but
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it is difficult to say whether or not this was a sign of

virtue.

T e w7

There were severe doubts at headquarters about the
industrial viability of West Cumberland. Ryan believed that
"in future West Cumberland can only have tourists to
supplement the existing industries which are based on natural

54 he could see no other industrial future for the

resources”;
county. His views were shared by Tribe and Stewart. Such
pessimism meant that the Commissioner's staff had no real
faith in the efficacy of schemes proposed for Cumberland.
Projects for the county were often justified simply on the
grounds that the Commissioner had to be seen to be doing
something there. Ryan urged the need for a housing assoc-
iation in Cumberland partly because "Cumberland is a Special
Area and so far we have done very little for it."55
Such doubts about the future of the Area help to
explain the delays which occurred in public works projects.
‘The Commissioner aided two types of works, those which
enhanced the economic attractiveness of the area and those
which improved social amenities. Of the latter, sewage
schemes were the most numerous and were often urgently
necessary; at Dearham, for example, "almost the whole of the
drainage of the village was discharged into open' gutters
which in turn discharged into a beck."56 There were also

several hospital schemes which will ke discussed later.

Three major "economic" schemes were considered by Stewart:
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the improvement of the harbours at Maryport and Whitehaven,
and the building of a sea wall at Maryport. Maryport
harbour was silting up, but the Harbour Commissioners could
not afford to dredge it. It was important because the
Aspatria collieries depended on the harbour for the exports
to Belfast which absorbed most of their production. In the
summer of 1935, the harbour was dredged with the aid of a
Special Areas grant, but the following winter the stonework
was severely damaged by storms and it silted up again. Now
major works were required but it was doubted whether the
economic return would justify the investment. Stewart sent
an engineering consultant to examine the harbour but his
report was gloomy. Grondona, who had had experience of
harbour repairs in Australia, suggested a cheaper way of
shoring up the wall but could get no support at headquarters.
As no more money was forthcoming, the Harbour Commissioners
were reduced to clearing the entrance with their own
contraption of buckets and ropes.57 The situation at
Maryport was one of the major grievances of both the Cumbrians
and Grondona. The Commissioner was more generous to

Whitehaven Harbour, which had more obvious economic potential,

"

and agreed to aid a major modernisation scheme. The plan,
which involved closing the harbour for several months, was
abandoned when the Whitehaven mines stopped work. The town
council and other interests in the town feared that if the

harbour were closed, even temporarily, new companies would be
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discouraged from taking an interest in the mines.

For several years, the idea of developing Maryport
as a seaside resort had been popular in Cumberland. To the
north of the town there were miles of beaches. After having
the area inspected, Stewart agreed to finance the building
of a sea-wall to inhibit erosion, though he was not prepared
to provide extra amenities as a swimming pool or promenade.58
Nearly a year passed before tenders were accepted and work
could begin. Such delays caused much frustration in
Cumberland and were often blamed on the Commissioner's Office,
rather than on the administrative complications imposed by
the legislation. The delays were adduced as further proof
that Cumberland was "the Cinderella of the Special Areas"
but they were common in the other areas too.

Delays in particular projects were often caused by
local rivalries or lack of concerted planning as much as by
red tape in London. The wide publicity accorded to the
North Eastern Housing Association encouraged local authorities
to demand a similar association in Cumberland. The housing
problem in Cumberland was smaller than that of the North East,
which had the highest rate of overcrowding in the country.

In 1936, Durham still needed 10,000 houses under the 1930
Housing Act; Cumberland needed 1,500. Some Cumbrian
authorities, particularly Cockermouth and Ennerdale RDC's, did
have bad problems and they continued to press the

A C s 5
Commissioner for an association. ° The requests were treated
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sympathetically, even though Cumberland's needs were less
obvious than those of the North East. The average rate

in Durham w;s 178 6d. in the f, compared with 12s. 8d. in
Cumberland. Cumberland, however, had completed only 24.5%
of the houses needed under the 1930 Act, while Durham had
completed 51%. Ryan defended the poorer housing record
of the Cumbrians: ‘

The lower rates in West Cumberland are partly

because of prudent administration and a

recognition, far from universal in Durham, that

a poor local authority cannot spend. This

attitude is partly responsible for the lagging

housing programme.
Stewart agreed with Ryan that something had to be done in
Cumberland and he won the Minister of Labour's permission
to go ahead with the housing association.

The West Cumberland Housing Association was never
formed. To have a viable building programme, the
Association needed the support of most of the local
authorities. The Councils of Workington and Whitehaven
objected to losing control over housing and rents, and
rejected the plan. The Commissioner's staff felt that
the authorities were being perverse6l and great pressure
was put on them to comply,62 but they resisted. Under a
housing association, rents would be higher because of
differences in loan repayments63 and both Councils agreed
that lower rents were more important than lower rates. The

councils were criticised for neglecting the chance both to

save the ratepayers' money and to get more aid from the
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Special Areas Fund.64 In this case, local interests were

put before regional ones.

Further attempts to persuade Workington and
Whitehaven to change their minds failed in the spring of
1937. Later that year, the North Eastern Housing
Agsociation agreed to change its constitution so that it
could build houses in West Cumberland. Cumbrian repre-
sentatives were appointed to the Board and several
authorities began to implement their programmes through the
NEHA. In the case of housing the Commissioner's staff had
certainly made every effort to help the poorer authorities
in Cumberland, and the Cumbrians could not complain that they
had been treated like a "Cinderella."

Isolétion and poor transport meant that the one

"demand common to the whole of the Area was for better road
and rail links with the south to encourage trade and tourism.
The problem was complex. The Commissioner had no power to
build the road, but only to recommend it to the Ministry of
Transport. The road also affected places beyond the Special
Area: three highway authorities, the County Councils of
Cumberland, Westmorland and Lancashire, were involved. Such
difficulties were compounded by disputes over exactly what
improvements were needed. The most extravagant idea was
that of R.H. Quine, a Frizington doctor, who suggested
building a road and railway from Lancaster to Dumfries,

crossing the estuaries, including the Solway Firth, by dams.
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The resulting man-made lakes would increase the tourist
potential of the area.65 Other schemes included building
a dam across the Duddon to carry the road and railway; the
land inside the dam could be reclaimed and suspected iron
deposits could be worked, or the enclosed estuary could be
used as a seaplane base. Another plan called for the
building of a road across the mountains from Whitehaven to
Ambleside and its links with the south. This road
presented fewer technical difficulties than the coast road,
but it was bound to be opposed by the Friends of the Lake
District. Tribe despaired of ever coming to grips with

"all this nebulous stuff."66

The Commissioner did have
the power to build a dam, and an engineer, Sir Cyril
Halcrow, was appointed to survey the Duddon and examine the
possibility of building a dam there. Halcrow said the
project was feasible but expensive; it would only be
really viable as part of a comprehensive development of the
road approaches to West Cumberland.69 The report finally
convinced Tribe and Stewart of the need for a big road
project in the area so Stewart urged Brown to support the
scheme. He argued that although present traffic was light
the potential use was great and that the scheme was of at
least as much value as the road developments in the Scottish
Highlands which were getting 100% grants from the Road Fund.

From the autumn of 1936 until the war, the

Commissioner's gtaff, urged on by the Development Council

PRS-
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and the District Commissioner, tried to persuade the
Ministry of Transport to sanction the plan. Despite the
expense of the project, the Ministry refused to consider
more than a 60% grant. Lancashire County Council was not
prepared to spend money on an expensive project in a remote
part of its area, particularly as the proposed road would
by-pass Barrow. The Vickers Company was also suspected

of lobbying against the sghéme. Though its unemployment
Committee supported the idea, the Cumberland County Council
as a whole never showed much enthusiasm, preferring to
suggest that the existing road should be improved.69 It
is possible that some members of the Council say‘the road
as a threat to Carlisle and the East's dominance of the
north-south route through the County.70 Given these
difficulties and the government's unwillingness to override
the usual highway authorities, there was little that the
Commissioner could do. Apart from minor improvements of
existing roads and some speeding up of rail services, the
transport problems of West Cumberland were not tackled under
the Special Areas legislation.

The suspicion that Cumberland was the "Cinderella"
of the Areas seemed to be confirmed when SARA was
established. Instead of having its own local organisation,
Cumberland was represented on the North Eastern Board. Lyon
Wyllie, a Whitehaven accountant and member of the Development

Council, attended the first meeting of the Board, which was
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addressed by Maurice Gibb, the managing director of SARA.
Wyllie was not impressed. He thought that Gibb's remarks
"tended towards security and balance sheets" rather than
towards the need to revive industry. He also felt that
Tyneside was over represented on the Board and would
"collar the lot. Gibb, I think, is all out for Tyneside."
He was especially suspicious when the man appointed to
investigate loan applications turned out to be "a part time
employee of the North East Development Council and a pet of
Lord Ridley."71 Despite frequent protests, Cumberland
never did get its own local board. All requests for loans
had to be processed in Newcastle and London, a circumstance
that seemed extremely suspicious when it was realised that
no loans weré forthcoming for industries in Cumberland.
Apart from the dismay over SARA, there was great
disappointment that Cumberland was not initially considered
suitable for a trading estate. Frank Anderson led the
campaign to persuade the Commissioner to provide factory
sites in the county. Anderson and the Development Council

did not want a central trading estate but preferred to have

~

factories in different parts of the area. This wguld reduce
travel for the workers and would prevent one part of the
county being developed at the expense of the rest. This idea
was opposed by the headquarters staff, who feared the legal

complications:
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In practice it would hardly be possible to
build factories in different areas unless

there were already prospective tenants, and
this would lead to the objection that we

were giving direct aid to private enterprise.’2

The North Eastern Trading Estates Company also protested that
the provision of factory sites in Cumberland would be unfair

competition for Team Valley,73

a claim that the Commissioner's
staff ignored. The practicability of even a centralised
trading estate in Cumberland was questioned at headgquarters.
The isolation of the area, the small local market, the

limited industrial base, the need for only a small estate

and therefore higher overheads, all caused doubts about
Cumberland.74 Despite the difficulties, Ryan felt that

an attempt should be made.

Cumberland certainly needs industries more than

the Morth East.... The desperate state of

Cumberland is in fact the strongest ground on

which it (a trading-estate) deserves

consideration. Their general position and their

prospects are undoubtedly worse than the North

East and on political grounds it would be

difficult to withhold from them assigtance which

has been given to areas which are not in such a

bad way.’

While these discussions were continuing, Anderson was
writing to Stewart and meeting Grondona, claiming that
Cumberland was losing potential industries because there
were no suitable factories. According to Grondona,

Anderson was blaming this on the Commissioner.76 Adams and

the Development Council were meanwhile putting pressure on

Sir Hugh Beaver, the civil engineer appointed by Stewart to
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examine the feasibility of an estate in Cumberland. In ;
December 1936, letters began to arrive from the Ministry of |
Labour enquiring about the situation: Anderson had been

plaguing them, too. But already the situation was changing.

Though there were still some doubts about the ultimate

success of an estate in Cumberland, the prospects looked

better once it became known that the Commissioner was going

to have the power to offer inducements to industry. Under

the 1937 Act, the Commissioner was further empowered, through

an agent, to acquire and develop industrial sites. In the

North East and South Wales, the Trading Estate Companies were

his agents. In Cumberland, the VWest Cumberland Industrial

Development Company (WCIDC) was formed for the purpose with

Robert Crichton as its Chairman and Adams as a director.

The founding of the WCIDC in March, 1937, marked the
first real opportunity to attract industries to Cumberland.
Factory sites could be provided, loans were available through
SARA, and further financial aid was available through the
Nuffield Trust and the Treasury Fund. The Development
Council retained its role as a publicity organisation, a
pressure group and as an initial contact for prospective
industrialists. The WCIDC was strictly a business
organisation. The overlap of membership between the two
groups ensured cooperation.

There was some foundation for the claim that

Cumberland was "the Cinderella of the Special Areas. " The
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pessimism of the Commissioner's staff made them unduly
cautious in supporting schemes for Cumberland. The North
East and South Wales found it much easier to get trading
estate powers. On tbe whole, however, the civil servants
worked hard for the Cumbrians, particularly on the gquestion
of the road, though they got small thanks for it. The
failure of such projects as the road and the West Cumberland
Housing Association was caused as much by local difficulties
as by the limitations of the legislation or its executors.
Grondona did not enjoy being District Commissioner.
"Frustration was my middle name. I didn't get a brick put
on a brick."77 He was not involved in the land settlement
programme wh%ch had been one of his major interests, and some
of his ideas for the area, such as the provision of food
processing plants, were beyond the scope of the legislation.
Though he remained friendly with Stewart, he was irritated by
the attitude of the civil servants at headquarters,
particularly Frank Tribe, and felt that he did not get their
full support. He was also annoyed by the embarassing delays
which occurred in London: "I am in an uncomfortable position
with the Cumberland Development Council as I persistently urged
them to get on with the Duddon question and now they feel that
I am holding them up."78 The parochial rivalries of the
Cumbrians on such issues as the housing association caused more

annoyance. After an interview with Horace Wilson, when he

was told that he did not appreciate thedifficulties

[ i
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confronting the government, Grondona decided to resign. He
le%§ Cumberland in March, 1937. Though he was not
universally popular in Cumberland, his resignation was
sympathetically received. "Grondona's going must be a
happy release for him. He has been the scapegoat for

higher officials and we doubt whether he has had a fair

chance."79
Economic Development in West Cumberland 1934-7
During the 1930's the British coal industry began to
recover from the experience of the 1920's. Under the 1930

Coal Mines Act, prices had been maintained even in the worst

years of the depression though production fell. Coal
exports, however, never fully revived. Expansion after
1932 was based on growth in the domestic market. In

80

Cumberland, production showed only a slight recovery,
partly because of the decline in the Irish trade. Even
after the signing of the 1935 coal~-cattle agreement, exports
did not increase significantly because of increased
competition from other west coast fields which had lost
European markets. Attempts were made to build up a market
in East Cumberland, where Durham coal was used, but these
failed. Cumbrian coal was expensive to produce because of
the heavily faulted field, and transport costs were high.

The slight increase in output which occurred after 1933 was
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used in local industry. The increase did little to ease
the employment situation: new techniques increased
productivity and also caused the skills of the older miners
to become obsolete. In 1934, Cumberland produced as much
coal as it had in 1931, but 1,300 fewer men were employed.
Priestman Piele, which had taken over the Whitehaven
collieries in 1933, started extensive underground and surface
modernisation schemes. By October, 1935, losses were so
heavy that the company closed the pits and coke ovens in the
town. They remained closed for eighteen months. Meanwhile
there was a shortfall of coal production in the county;
coke had to be imported from the East coast and coal shipments
to Ireland were reduced, further depressing the long term
prospects fo£ the Irish trade.81 As has been shown, the
Commissioner's plans for the development of Whitehaven harbour
also had to be abandoned.
There was much public agitation in Cumberland to get
the pits reopened. The Development Council appointed a
Collieries Committee to lobby the government. Frank
Anderson, declaring that the mines would never have closed
had they been publicly owned, pressured the Lowther family,
who owned the mineral rights, to restart work.82 During the
summer of 1936, there were persistent rumours that the pits
were about to be reopened. At the end of the year a Scottish
company, Coltness Iron, began to express an interest in the

3
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mines. At the same time, Lyon Wyllie was approached by

the Nuffield trustees about the possibility of using
Nuffield money to get the pits started. Negotiations were
held with the Lowthers and in March, 1937, Ernest Brown

was able to announce to the Commons that a new company,
Whitehaven Collieries Ltd., was to be formed under the aegis
of the Coltness Iron Company with the aid of money from the

Nuffield Trust and SARA.83

Only a month later the first
coal was hauied from the pits. The new company initiated
improvements in ventilation and haulage, and developed new
seams. With the restoration of the Whitehaven pits
Cumbrian coal production began to recover.

The local iron and steel works were the major
consumers of.Cumberland coal. Both nationally and in
Cumberland the industry revived between 1934 and 1937.84
The tariff discriminated against imports of European acid
Bessemer steel, which was used in British rerolling mills.
Protection thus increased the importance of Workington, the
only acid Bessemer plant in England. To serve this new
demand, United Steel began a policy of rationalisation and
modernisation in Cumberland, concentrating production at
the neighbouring Moss Bay and Derwent sites in Workington.
In 1934, a new Besseﬁer converter was opened at Moss Bay,

and in 1937 centralised coke ovens replaced the batteries

at Moresby and Lowca. The same year, plans were announced

L emtes W
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for sinking a new colliery at Workington to exploit the

coal seams underneath the works.85 Though these improvements
made the plant competitive and were important for the economic
development of Cumberland, they did not necessarily ease

unemp loyment. Two hundred jobs were lost at Moresby and
Lowca. The company did, however, reopen the Gillhead
colliery to increase local supplies of coking coal and this
ultimately gave work to 250 men.86 During 1935 and 1936

the Millom and Askam company also built two new blast
furnaces. The demand for local haematite was such that

the Bigrigg mine reopened in 1936 and ore production

continued to rise though it never regained the volume of

1929. During 1936, the Blastfurnacemen's Union finally won

a reduction in their working week to forty eight hours.

This took effect in January, 1937, and provided two hundred
new jobs at Workington and Millom.

The rearmament programme also stimulated activity in
Cumberland. The Cumbrian MP's pressed for the removal of
Woolwich arsenal to the county. They were unsuccessful, but
the government did stbsidize the building of a shell plant
at United Steel in 1937, and in the same year began the
construction of an RAF depot in north Cumberland which
eventually employed 1,400 men. Smaller orders were received

by other local firms. Cumberland also benefitted from the

labour shortage at Vickers in Barrow. The firm turned to
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West Cumberland as its nearest source of apprentices.
Rearmament also had the more general effect of stimulating
national demand for steel.

The smaller extractive industries did not do so well.
The Nenthead lead mines reopened in 1935, but the company
announced that it expected only to break even, not to make
a profit.88 Despite local pressure, the Threlkeld mines
remained closed. A small silica mine opened riear
Bassenthwaite Lake in 1935, in the face of opposition from
the Friends of the Lake District. Adams was unmoved,
declaring that if jobs were provided, he was willing to
support the establishment of coal mines on Skiddaw.89 The
mine provided limited employment and was only worked for
two years.

Cumberland attracted few light industries. A
carpet factory at Egremont was extended and a children's
clothing factory was opened at Cockermouth Mill. Once the
mill was in full production, it employed a hundred women and
girls. Starting wages were very low, but Adams was able to
negotiate a travel allowance withs the Ministry of Labour.
The Commissioner tried to encourage tourism by financing the
works at Maryport and by helping to provide youth hostels in
the western Lake District. The overall impact of tourism
on the economy and employment in the region is impossible to

assess.
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Agriculture in Cumberland experienced a sharp
decline in the 1930's. The acreage under cultivation and
the numbers of livestock both decreased. Some farmers
farmed at a loss for several years in succession.90 Land
was lost to cultivation because the farmers often found it
impossible to maintain their field drainage. After
representations from the Development Council, the 1937 Act
empowered the Commissioner to aid field drainage schemes.
Though the Land Settlement Association established three
estates in north Cumberland, they did not do well, because of
poor management and the reluctance of suitable men to move
to that part of the county.91 The District Commissioner
further concluded that "the average Cumbrian would prefer to
be engaged aé an agricultural settler on a wage paid basis"
rather than as an independent smallholder.92

Coastal fisheries were also declining in the 1930's.
The industry was increasingly concentrated on such deep sea
ports as Hull and Fleetwood, and by the end of the decade
unemployment among fishermen was twice the national average.93
In Cumberland, the problem of unemployment among fishermen
was most acute in Maryport. Grondona was keen to encourage
fishing and hoped to establish a canning factory. Again he
was frustrated by the terms of the Act, being unable even to
aid the purchase of more efficient equipment which was the

first step of his plan.94
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During the first years of the Special Areas
legislation there was no change in the economic balance of
West Cumberland. Only the heavy industries experiened any
real expansion. The Commissioner failed completely to
attract any new industries. Without the Special Areas
legislation, the Whitehaven mines might not have been re-
opened; other developments resulted from the rearmament
programme and the general recovery of prosperity in the rest
of the country. In November, 1934, unemployment in West
Cumberland was 38.3%; by June, 1937, it had fallen to 28.6%,
but the county still had the highest unemployment of any of

the Special Areas.95

Certainly the reduction of unemployment
was not among the aims of the Commissioner as defined by the
legislation,-but unemp loyment was both the most obvious aspect
of depression and the one which caused most public concern.
The experience of the first Special Areas Act showed that

limited grants for improvements were not enough; much more

positive action was needed if the areas were to be revived.

The experience of being a Special Area

There was some ambivalence in West Cumberland towards
the idea of the Secial Areas. Though people felt that
outside aid was necessary if the local economy was to recover,
local pride did not want to accept charity. Justification
for accepting outside aid was found in the history of the

area:
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The Special Areas were areas which were called
upon to pull their weight perhaps more than

any other part of the country during the war.
They were areas producing iron and steel which
were the most essential to the conduct of the
war and were entitled to some consideration and
help from the government now if only for that
reason. There was no reason to think that they
were being treated charitably in receiving help
after what they had done for the country.26

So to be a Special Area was not to be a recipient of charity.
When it was suggested that goods made in the Areas should be
labelled, to let buyers know they were helping the Areas, the
idea was rejected. Cumbrian goods were to be sold on their
merits, not out of pity for Cumberland.97
Despite assertions of self reliance, the legislation
did induce some feelings of dependence and selfishness among
organisations in the area. Once it was known that money was
available, all efforts were concentrated on gaining as large
a share as possible for Cumberland. The Areas were
competing for a limited supply of money and each was concerned
to get at least its fair share. A common feeling expressed
in Cumberland was that the area "did not shout enough" and

98

thus was deprived of its due. The feeling was not confined

to Cumberland; a writer in the North East complained that

a good part of our trouble in the north is that

we are too respectable and while we are waiting

for the crumbs to fall ... South Wales and other
parts of the country will be sitting at the table....
To me it seems high time the North East began to
shout. 99

The legislation thus encouraged the phenomenon which George

Orwell noted:
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People in each area in the north seem to be

savagely jealous of people from other areas

and their jealousy takes the form of declaring

that theirs is the only genuinely distressed

area and the others don't know what poverty

means. 100
When Gillett, on his first visit to Cumberland suggested that
the area was not so badly off as the other areas, there was
a great outcry. Figures were produced to disprove his
statement and Gillett was told that he had been deceived
because "Cumberland folks have a wonderful spirit. They are
people who face adversity bravely and even cheerfully."lo1

But the Cumbrians and the people of the other
Special Areas were caught in a cleft stick. If they broad-
cast their distress, they might get sympathy but they would
not attract industries. To some extent the Special Areas
legislation compounded this problem. It branded the areas

as desolate but did not provide the wherewithal to entice

industry. The Workington Star rejected exaggerated accounts

of poverty. A businessman would not invest "in a town which
he reads is dreary, depressed and on its beam ends.

w102 There was some

Workington is bright and enterprising.
resentment in the area at the Daily Herald's harrowing
descriptions of Cumberland in its reports of the progress of
the Labour Party Commission.

The existence of the legislation did encourage an
expectation that the Commissioner should solve the problems

of the areas. Mr. Conkey, a Cockermouth councillor, complained

that the Commissioner did not give the local authorities any
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ideas for local development and had to be reminded by

Stewart that the Commissioner's task was to encourage local
initiative, not to replace it.lo3 Similarly, the formation
of the Development Council was seen in some quarters as an
attempt by Grondona "to shift the responsibility for building

n104 Obstacles

up the area on to the local authorities.
to economic development were always blamed on the Commissioner
or the government, never on local bodies.

Most people in Cumberland were prepared to work with
the Commissioner, even though there was some criticism of
the Act, particularly from the left wing of the Labour Party.
At a meeting of local Labour Parties held to decide policy
towards the Commissioner, Tom Stephenson, a miners' leader,
urged opposition on the grounds that the legislation would
tie the workers more closely to capitalism. Jack Adams
argued that they should take from the bill "all that it
might contain that could be used for the benefit of the county
and the unemployed in it," an argument supported by Cape and
Anderson.105 Once the Development Council was in existence,
the local iabour leadership was tied even more closely to
helping the area on the government's terms. Stephenson was
the only prominent leader who remained aloof from the
Commissioner.

In political terms it was during the years of

depression that the Labour Party gained its hold on West

Cumberland. But there is no simple correlation between
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depression and Labour representation. Both the borough

and the parliamentary constituency of Workington went Labour
before those of Whitehaven, though Whitehaven was arguably
more depressed. Whitehaven constituency did contain Labour
strongholds - Arlecdon and Frizington Urban District had
elected the first all-Labour council in England in 1919.
Labour was strong where there were strong union leaders -
Cape and Ambrose Callighan in Workington, Jack Adams in
Arlecdon - but weaker elsewhere. Tom Cape was elected to
parliament in 1918; Workington Borough Council went Labour

a few years later. Whitehaven Council was not controlled by
Labour until 1934, and at every election between 1918 and 1935
the Parliamentary seat changed hands. These fluctuations,
indicating sérong residual conservatism , probably reflected
the strong Irish Catholic presence in the constituency. The
Orange and thus the Conservative vote was strengthened, a
continuation of pre-war trends.106 J.D.P. Dunbabin claimed
that "After the first war ... western Cumberland, like

w107 but

Durham, went Labour on a basis of class solidarity
the change was neither as sudden nor as simple as he implied.
It took prolonged experience of depression to turn Whitehaven
into a Labour stronghold.

The strength of the Labour Party came from the unions.
The prominent labour leaders were all trade unionists - Tom

Cape of the Cumberland Miners' Association (CMA), Ambrose

Callighan of the Blastfurnacemen, Alderman Flynn and Thompson
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Reed of the iron-ore miners. The strongest of the unions
was the CMA whose members were found in all the major
industrial centres except Millom. Even during unemployment
the CMA kept in touch with its members: an unemployed
membership fee was introduced in 1931l. Unemployed members
got fewer benefits than those in work but they were able to
remain members of their old lodges and were not cut off from
the workforce. During the closure of the Whitehaven mines
the Whitehaven Lodge continued to hold meetings. J immy
Martin, the Whitehaven agent, offered on several occasions
to give up his job as the lodge funds shrank, but the
members refused to accept this.108
The local Labour Party leaders were, with the
exception of'Anderson, strongly identified with their
followers. Tom Cape's influence as General Secretary of
the CMA extended beyond the bounds of his constituency.
"La'al Tommy" had been born in Cumberland in 1868. He had
been the right-hand man of Andrew Sharp, founder of the CMA,
and had become well known as a defender of workers' rights
during the war. He became an MP in 1918. Cape was not an

original thinker, nor did he shine at Westminster, but his

followers were oblivious to this. His daughter said of him
that "he was content to be among his own men ... he wanted
progress but he was evolutionary .... He wanted people to

be comfortable, nothing elaborate."109 His aim seems to have

been to remove the privations of working class life; his
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socialism was Christian, humanitarian and emotional, not
theoretical. He never appears to have thought through the
idea of changing the structure of society; though he
occasionally attacked "the capitalists”" and talked of
nationalisation, his main demand seems to have been that
the workers should be treated fairly.

A strong but conventional Labour Party and strong
unions did much to discourage the spread of militancy.

Though syndicalist ideas were reported to have survived in

West Cumberland until the 1920'5,110 depression seems to
have brought resignation: "if we'd been more radical, we
wouldn't have got more."lll The local Labour Party

followed the national line in discouraging support for the
NUWM and the only time when the movement did get much
support was during the protests against the Means Test and
the UAB regulations. One such protest was supported by
such varied organisations as Frizington British Legion and
Rowrah YMCA. The protestors were concerned with such
details as the need for the provision of milk and eggs,
private interviews for applicants and modifications of the
"pots and pans" clause of the regulations, 112 hardly the
stuff of which revolutions are made.

The failure of even moderate radicalism was
demonstrated in the battle at Whitehaven during the 1935

election. William Nunn was defending his seat against the

.
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Labour candidate, Frank Anderson, a Manchester railway
clerk, and Tom Stephenson of the ILP. Stephenson was a
popular man in Whitehaven and much better known than
Anderson. He was a prominent member of the CMA, a County
Councillor and a well known advocate of the rights of the
unemp loyed on the County PAC. The official Labour Party,
including Tom Cape, who was returned unopposed, spoke
against him. It seemed as though the Labour vote would
split and Nunn's supporters were confident of re-election.
But, though the final margin was narrow, Anderson won.
Stephenson, despite his undoubted popularity, took only 3%
of the votes.113 The working classes of Whitehaven were
not prepared to return a man who was regarded as personally
sound but politically extreme.

The isolation of West Cumberland and the pervasive-
ness of unemployment also contributed to moderate political
attitudes in the Area. W.G. Runciman's concept of relative
deprivation seems particularly appropriate in this context.
Runciman argues that the sense of grievance necessary to
provoke militancy arises when expectations are high and are
then disappointed, or when a sudden direct attack is made on
living standards - as happened with the introduction of the
new UAB scales in 1935.ll4 If people are used to a situation

of economic deprivation, if the people with whom they compare

themselyes are similarly deprived, then they are likely to
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acquiesce in their situation. This explanation seems
appropriate as a deséription of conditions in Cumberland.
Though living standards had fallen after the First World
War, the prosperity of the war years could be explained as
an aberration; the depression of the 1920's was a return to
the depressed situation which Cumberland had been
experiencing before 1914. Nor did unemployment carry any
stigma because so many were workless. Villages such as
Broughton Moor had 70% unemployment. Respected public
figures were unemployed. Lancelot Casson, Mayor of
Workington in 1936, was on the dole. Eleanor Cain,
Workington Councillor and County Councillor, was married

to a steel worker who was unemployed for a year. There was.
a sense of ihevitability about the whole process which
encouraged a fatalistic acceptance of the situation. And
the county's isolation helped the process. . Though people
might hear there were jobs elsewhere, such stories seemed
unreal and distant. The immediate situation was one of

unemp loyment which was so pervasive that it seemed

inevitable. There was no real expectation that th}ﬁgs

could be any different: "Well I expect the government and

everyone were doing the best they could. You just had to
w115

get on with it.
In this atmosphere of resignation, the people of
Cumberland, as elsewhere, settled down to life on the dole.116

Income could be eked out by picking coal from the beaches

e
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or the slag heaps. Women learned to make vinegar cake
and meatless stew and to shop late at the market when

the stallholders were selling off their produce. There
were rabbits and fish to be poached. Some men grew
vegetables in allotments or council house gardens.
Sometimes the produce was sold or the men did part time
work for local farmers, activities which were hidden from
the UAB officials. Unemployment became a way of life.

The Special Areas Act made very little difference
to the lives of the people of industrial West Cumberland,
at least during the early years. The experience of the
Area showed that the original legislation was inadequate
to foster economic development and demonstrated clearly the
need for thé stronger powers which the Commissioner acquired

under the 1937 Act.
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CHAPTER V
THE ECONOMIC EXPERIMENT EXPANDED: 1937-9

The Commissioner's Industrial Policy

The task of testing the new industrial powers

created by the 1937 Special Areas Act fell to Sir George

Gillett. Though quieter than Stewart, Gillett was also a
man of very firm convictions. A Quaker, he had a strong
sense of man's duty towards his fellows. He believed that

both industry and government had a responsibility towards
the depressed areas: arguing that it was wrong that whole
districts should "be ruined without industries being held
liable for spome of the ruin they have created" and that the
government, as it already interfered in the economy by means
of tariffs and quotas, could not evade all responsibility
for the situation.l Working only half time, and troubled
by i1ill health, he did not make as strong an impression as
Stewart, but he was no pawn of the Government.

Under the 1937 Act, Gillett possessed new powers to
influence the location of industry, powers which marked a
new departure for British economic policy. Briefly, the
Commissioner could now provide factories on places away from
the main trading estates and could grant financial
inducements to firms moving into the Areas. The inducements

were novel in that they were direct subsidies. In addition,

233



234

he could now recommend that certain firms be given loans from
the Treasury Fund established by the Act. These powers
represented the first attempt by the state to interfere in the
economy at the extreme micro-level, the individual firm. They
were powers of persuasion, not of compulsion, but their
newness aroused suspicion and to implement them required a
great deal of tact. In developing his industrial policy,
Gillett had to consider such factors as his relationship to
other Special Areas bodies, to industrialists and to other
government departments.

By 1937, there were several means of financing new
industries 1in the Special Areas, though they were not all
controlled by the Commissioner. Firms could get loans from
SARA, the Nuffield Trust and the Special Areas Loans Advisory
Committee (SALAC) which controlled the Treasury Fund. Co-
operation between the loans bodies was ensured by overlapping
personnel, principally Lord Portal and Sir Nigel Campbell, who
were members of all three bodies and also acted as Industrial
Advisers to Gillett. Division of function among the bodies
avoided duplication. SARA's funds were used for loans of less
than fl0,000, the Treasury fund for larger sums. The Nuffield
money, which was less restricted, was often used to take Treasury
stock in companies, and acted as a buffer for loans from SARA
and SALAC. At Gillett's insistence, a central register was kept
of all applications received, to ensure that firms could not
play off the lending bodies or the Areas against one another.

This was anecessary precaution as seved industrialists applied to different
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bodies to see where they could get the best conditions.2

The new powers which Gillett administered directly
were the powers to provide factories and grant inducements.
Under the Act, he could acquire factories away from the main
trading estates and this allowed developments on less
favoured sites in the Areas. He used the trading estate
companies as his agents in acquiring the sites, but he
retained ultimate ownership. Under the 1937 Act smaller
trading estates were started in Wales and the North East
and several sites were acquired in Cumberland. The
Commissioner could also grant inducements, the reduction or
remission of rents, rates and income tax for up to five years,
to new firms. These pcwers, along with the provision of
factories, were used to encourage development in more
difficult parts of the Areas. The inducements were adjusted
according to the needs of the place to which the firm was
moving. Firms going to Team Valley, the most convenient
site, were rarely given any inducements, whilst maximum
inducements were reserved for firms going to places with the
worst prospects - the heads of the Welsh valleys and West
Cumberland. To try to ensure a fair distribution of
industry - and to prevent competition among the Areas -
Gillett kept these powers firmly in his own hands. He acted
only on the advice of his industrial officers: there were

to be "no negotiations with MP's or local authorities acting

PRy
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as intermediaries."3 This control was resented in the
Areas4 but it was the only way in which Gillett could attempt
to direct overall development.

To be successful, the legislation required the

cooperation of industry. This made it essential to win
the confidence of businessmen. As far as possible Gillett
worked through industrialists. His industrial advisers and

the members of the loans bodies were all prominent businessmen.
He also hired two industrial officers, F.A.R. Paton and
C.D. Morrison, from industry to vet applications and advise
him on inducements. The businessmen served to distance the
government from responsibility for the Commissioner's
industrial policy and also calmed industrialists' fears of
bureaucratic’ interference and red tape. One industrialist
reported that his dealings with the Commissioner were
conducted so efficiently that it "almost makes one wonder
whether there is any government touch to it at all."S
Even with the new powers, the Commissioner and the
Areas still depended largely on publicity to attract
industries. All the Special Areas development bodies
published advertising material and to some extent they were
in competition with each other, Some centralised propaganda
was provided through the Travel and Industrial Development

Association. The Commissioners published a booklet, New

Fields for Industry, which advertised the trading estates and

the inducements available. Gillett also financed detailed
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surveys of the resources, natural and man-made, of his

5 . .
three areas. These were useful sources of information

b et

for industrialists and development agencies and by
emphasising the positive attractions of each Area they
helped to counteract the negative effect of the 1934
investigations and earlier surveys.

Though Gillett could offer a wide and flexible range
of inducements, his bargaining position was weak. He could
only persuade, not command, and this was not sufficient given
the economic circumstances of the time. There was still
room for expansion outside the Special Areas; even in 1937, -
the most prosperous year of the decade, there was surplus
labour in the more prosperous parts of the country.7 The
rate of growfh of the new industries also began to slacken
in the latter part of the decade.8 These factors meant that
Gillett and his staff had neither the power nor the
opportunity to "plan" economic dévelopment in the areas;
they had to attract what industries they could. There is no
doubt that some industrialists took advantage of this
position. Silbertsons, a London company, refused to go to
Cleator Moor unless they were granted maximum inducements.9
In their desperation to get industries to go to the worst
areas, neither the Commissioner nor the lending bodies felt

able to impose any conditions about wage levels or working

conditions in the new industries.
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It is imp%actical to use any compulsion

(as to wage rates and conditions) except by

withdrawing inducements. This would not

work in Team Valley, where no remissions are

given, and if it were only used in West

Cumberland the effect would be to make West

Cumberland a fair wage area which manufacturers

might tend to avoid.

Despite these disadvantages, it was essential that
some conditions be imposed on firms coming into the Areas.
The new industries had to be viable as the legislation
would be discredited if they failed. Applicants for aid
were thus carefully screened by the staff of SARA. Their
competitive position was also examined. Applications were
discussed with the Board of Trade, the Federation of British
Industries (FBI) or the manufacturing associations in order

"to avoid the danger of aiding industries which

might be in competition with other industries

in the area or in other areas with high

unemployment.ll
The checking served a double purpose: it meant that new
industries did not face severe competition from the start
and it also assured established manufacturers that they were
in no danger of being forced out of business by government
aided industries.12

Failure of the assisted firms would embarass the

government. They had to do well. One Civil Servant argued

that

The Commissioners' first aim is to increase
employment ... (the new firms) must flourish,
progress and employ more people. Every precaution
must be taken to see that they do not fail.l3

PN BT o
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This was an individual view. The arqument most commonly
used in favour of aiding the new industries was that the
government's money must not be wasted.14 Direct involvement
in a firm's affairs smacked of nationalisation. Instead,
the Commissioners' industrial officers were responsible, in
an advisory capacity, for helping firms to build up business
contacts and to develop sound management and accounting
practices; it was hoped that this would save firms from
disaster. In addition, if firms got into difficulties
through no fault of their own, the lending bodies were willing
to consider bailing them out.15
Gillett also tried to persuade other government
departments to give more sympathetic consideration to firms in
the Areas. 'During the debate on the National Defence
Contribution, a tax on profits, Gillett was able to have the
tax amended so that some firms in the Areas could be exempt.16
His officials also continued their efforts to get more
government contracts for the new firms. Because of pressure
from firms outside the Areas, the Contracting Departments
were unwilling to offer any preferences other than that
afforded by the existing rule that, other things being equal,
contracts should go to firms in the Special Areas.l7 On
the whole there seemed to have been very-few failures amongst
the new business: of 154 businesses aided by SARA during

its first thirty months, only seven failed.18
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Though there was an initial flood of applications from
industrialists after the 1937 Act was passed, the numbers soon
fell off.19 By the end of 1937 Britain was entering a
recession and companies were not so willing to expand even
with government aid. Thus it happened that much of the aid
to industrialists went not to British companies but to aliens,
forced by political circumstances to flee the continent.
Though the influx of refugees, both Jewish and Gentile, began
early in the decade it became particularly heavy in 1938 with
the threat to Czechoslovakia. In addition to refugees, some
continental manufacturers, worried about the future, took
advantage of the legislation to open branches in Britain while
retaining thei{ parent plants in Europe; this was the case
with both West Coast Chrome Tanning and Hornflowa in Cumberland.

Gradually the Home Office began to co-operate with
the Commissioner over the question of aliens. In 1936 the
Home Office had agreed to refer alien industrialists to the
Ministry of Labour so that they could be urged to go to
areas of high unemployment. The following year it was
arranged that aliens who had been refused Board of Trade
permits to con%inue their industries in Britain should be
referred to the Special Areas organisations who could suggest
other ways of using their capital, and the Home Office agreed
to try to give aliens the impression that it would be easier

to get a permit if they agreed to establish their industry
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in the Areas.20 Before 1937 the refugees had tended to go
mainly to the South and Midlands but in 1938 two-~thirds of
the factories established by foreign firms were in the North
and Wales,21 and the Treforest Estate had become known

w 22

locally as "Jew's Lane.

Though the Daily Express and some unions tried to

stir up hostility to the influx of foreigners in a time of
unemployment, the government defended their admission and
claimed that the 11,000 refugees who had entered Britain by
the end of 1938 had provided 15,000 jobs.23 Many of the
refugees brought industries that were new to Britain. The
entire Leipzig fur trade was transferred and new luxury
industries, such as the manufacture of high quality silk,
were introdﬁced. In Cumberland, the Hornflowa factory
produced high quality buttons of a type not made‘anywhere
else which were to prove valuable dollar earners during the
war. Though prejudice persisted, on the whole the value of
the immigrants' contribution was recognized.

By May 1939 the Special Areas organisations had
helped to establi;h 158 new factories employing 6,954 people.24
A wide range of goods was produced: clothing, medical
equipment, luxury items. Though Team Valley and Treforest
attracted most industries, some of the more difficult parts
of the areas - Dowlais, Bishop Auckland, Sunderland, Cleator

Moor - all attracted some industries which they would not

have had without government aid. But the number of jobs
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provided was pitifully small in comparison with the size of
the problem: there were still 232,847 unemployed in the
Areas in March 1939.25 Many of the new industries employed
women and juveniles and so tended to attract new people to
the labour force rather than tapping the pool of unemployed.
This aided family income and provided a stimulus to the
local economy but had little effect on the surplus of less
adaptable older men.

The Special Areas experienced some recovery in
relation to the rest of the country between 1937 and 1939.
For most of 1937 the national economic recovery continued,
stimulating demand for the products of the basic industries.
Defence expenditure also continued to provide employment,
particularly.on the Tyne and the Clyde. Rearmament was
dubious benefit. It created such a demand for the products
of heavy industry that other projects were delayed: the
improvements to Whitehaven harbour were held up because of
the difficulty of getting steel for the dock gates.26 The
cost of rearmament caused the Treasury to impose spending
restrictions elsewhere and a revived West coast road scheme
was deferred on these grounds.27 The demand for the
products of heavy industry helped the areas during the
recession of 1938 and early 1939, when they experienced a
smaller increase in unemployment than the rest of the

28

country. But the defence programme aggravated the

industrial imbalance of the Areas, and grave doubts were
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expressed as to what would happen when rearmament ended.29

The amount of money spent in the Special Areas
was considerably in excess of the £ 2,000,000 which the
government had originally offered in 1934. By October
1938 the Treasury Fund had made commitments of £799,500
while SARA and the Nuffield Trust were committed to
spending f2,675,901.30 By August 1939 the Commissioner
had spent £6,464,000 on industrial development,31 though
this sum included harbour and gquay developments and grants
to Development Councils as well as the provision of sites
and inducements. These were very small sums, particularly
when compared to the amount spent on defence - £397,497,977
in 193832 - a comparison often drawn by the Labour Party.
Though the gévernment claimed that £26,000,000 had been
spent in the Areas by August 1939, this total included not
only the money provided by the Nuffield Trust and SARA, but
the private capital brought in by new firms. Such
expenditure was clearly not enough. Even without the 1938
recession it was obvious that the introduction of new
industries was going to be a long term process. The
existence of unused capacity even in the prosperous areas
meant that there was not enough incentive for industrialists
to move to the Special Areas. Only a ban on expansion in
the South East and Midlands would have forced industrialists
to look elsewhere and even then they might not have gone to

South West Durham or West Cumberland.
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R.H. Campbell - and Lord Woolton in his memoirs -
blame short-sighted obstruction in Whitehall for many of
the failures of the legislation.33 Certainly there was
some obstruction. The Treasury, which was concerned with
wider problems of national finance, did take a very grudging
attitude towards Special Areas expenditure. The Board of
Trade was also hostile, asserting during its evidence to the
Royal Commission on the distribution of the Industrial
Population that industrial location should not be influenced
by government policy.34 The service ministries too,
ingranting their contracts, did not always pay much heed to
the needs of the Areas. But Whitehall was not monolithic.
The Ministries of Labour and Health which were both closely
concerned with the legislation supported the efforts of
Gillett and his staff in their attempts to bring industry
to the Areas.35 Both these Ministries had local organisations
and were in reqgular contact with the regions of Britain; they
were thus probably more aware of the extent of local
depression and realised its social and economic effects more
clearly than exclusively London-based Ministries. This
awareness may have been a factor in their support of the
Commi ssioner. It is unfair to place too much blame for the
failures of the legislation on "Whitehall"; "Whitehall" was
not homogeneousand while some civil servants hindered or
ignored the legislation there were others who did their best

to implement it.
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The provision under the 1937 Act for extending aid
to "certified areag" of high unemployment came to nothing.
Even Lancashire, the best organised of the areas, was only
with difficulty able to finance a sites company. The
Lancashire Industrial Council, even with "direct behind the
scenes Treasury support,” could only raise £250,000 capital,
instead of the £500,000 originally intended. ®
Apart from brief moments of publicity, the Special
Areas legislation was never a major concern of government
policy. Even Neville Chamberlain, with his past record
of social reform, was too bound up with foreign policy and
problems of rearmament when he was Prime Minister to pay
much attention to the Areas. The Labour Party too directed
much of its.attention to the German threat and to the problem
of Spain. This neglect was resented in the Areas:
"Parliament spends far too much time discussing foreign
policy to the detriment of domestic legislation which is

crying out for attention."37

Had foreign affairs not seemed
so pressing to both major parties it is possible that the

Special Areas might have been able to attract more attention.

Industrial Development in Cumberland 1937-9

In Cumberland, the new Act of 1937 was administered
by new people. Following the death of Sadler in February,
1937, Major Hibbert of the Millom and Askam Haematite Company

became Chairman of the Development Council, In March,
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E.G. Sarsfield-Hall became the new District Commissioner.

An Irishman, recently retired from the governorship of

Khartoum, he had the reputation of being a good administrator,

experienced in dealing with local government, unemployment

and land settlement in the Sudan. The choice caused some

surprise in the county. He was autocratic and did not get

on at all well with Hibbert or Adams who, he complained, "have

given me more trouble than all the others in West Cumberland."38

Despite the personal conflict, he appreciated Adams' position

in West Cumberland and insisted that he be given a specific

role to play in the attraction of industries, though he thought

that the role should bhe clearly defined and restricted.39
Sarsfield-Hall was District Commissioner for just over

a year. In July 1938, he became a director of the Workington

Branch of United Steel. His new appointment caused a great

uproar, Hibbert claiming that he would use all the inside

knowledge he had gained as District Commissioner against

United Steel's rivals. There was a further outcry when

George Mallaby, who was about to resign his post as headmaster

of St. Bees' School, was appointed as the new District

Commissioner.40 A young bachelor, Mallaby regarded his new job

as a challenge. His lack of industrial experience was

criticised, locally by Adams and in Parliament by Anderson. After

this inauspicious beginning he went on to become the most popular

O
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of the Distr%ct Commissioners in Cumberland. He was the
first District Commissioner who actually had some prior
knowledge of Cumbrian conditions. He and Adams became
close friends and it was while they were working together
that West Cumberland had most success in getting new
industries. Mallaby stayed in Cumberland until the
outbreak of war.

The major work of industrial development was carried
on by the West Cumberland Industrial Development Company
(WCIDC). Unlike the companies in the North East and Wales,
it did not control a central trading estate and acted simply
as the Commissioner's agent in acquiring sites. It thus
had no power to fix rents and this was resented, the
directors feeling that the Company was "merely a redundant
post office, unable to act except with continual reference

to London."4l

Several struggles between the Company and
London left a residue of bad feeling in Cumberland. Head-
quarters initially opposed both the Company's plan to acquire
and renovate Cleator Mill as a site for new industries and

the building of factories in advance of requirements.

London's hesitation resulted from continued scepticism about

the prospects for West Cumberland: "Their prograﬁme allows
for eight factories. I would be surprised if more than two
or three materialised,"42 wrote Tribe. Paton warned "that

there is not much likelihood of getting large numbers of new

factories for small light indusﬁries ... because of the bad
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communications of the Area.“43 Though the company

directors asked for #£500,000 for their original site
development plans, they only received $#250,000 initially,
with provision for the remainder if required. To some
extent the directors shared headquarter's pessimism about
Cumberland's prospects. They asked that factory rents
should be lower in Cumberland than in the other areas because
of the geographical difficulties of the county.44 In
effect they were arguing that Cumberland could not support
new industries without a permanent subsidy. Tribe refused
to accept the argument and insisted that an economic rent
be charged.45

The work of the company was concentrated on two main
sites: Cleator Moor and Maryport, The 0ld threadmill in
Cleator eventually housed four new industries. In Maryport,
the Company acquired a site close to the harbour and railway
which became the Solway Trading Estate. There they were
allowed to build two factories ahead of immediate require-
ments, so that industrialists could move in quickly. In
addition, if a firm wanted a factory in some other place, the
Company had the power, as the Commissioner's agent, to
acquire the site and build there.

Within West Cumberland, as at the national level,
there were now several organisations involved in promoting

industrial development. Much of the necessary co-operation

was ensured by overlapping personnel. All of the local
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directors of the WCIDC were on the executive of the
Development Council. Lyon Wyllie, as well as being a
director of the WCIDC, was the local representative of SARA
and the Nuffield Trust. The District Commissioner was a
director of the WCIDC and an ex-officio member of the
Council. The Council and the Company had a joint committee
of which Adams was the secretary. The company was

directly concerned with industrial development while the
Council had more general interests such as publicity and
giving advice to local authorities. Industrialists who
expressed an interest in the area were referred to Adams

who showed them round and gave them information. Their
proposals were examined by Wyllie and Crichton, the

Chairman of WCIDC, who sifted out some of the more
unsuitable ones before negotiations began with the lending
bodies or the Commissioner. The Company was responsible
for the acquisition and development of sites.

One of the chief complaints of the headquarters
staff in the early years had been the lack of local leader-
ship in West Cumberland. However as a result of the
legislation a new leadership began to develop. Thé
Development Council and WCIDC brought together local
politicians, local industrialists and businessmen in a team,
working to promote the industrial recovery of Cumberland.
Any success in attracting new industries depended on this

local organisation. Though the Commissioner could refer
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industrialists to the Area, it was up to the men on the spot
to convince them that Cumberland was the place where they
wanted to settle. The new leaders learned how to manipulate
the legislation and became experienced at presenting their
case to government officials in London. They became a
pressure group for West Cumberland's interests, giving
evidence to the Barlow Commission and working with the
development bodies in the other Areas to try to persdéde the
government to retain the Special Areas legislation.

Adams was the central figure in this new leadérship.
His task was to convince the industrialist that Cumberland
was the place for them to settle. Stories are legion of
his initiative and energy in convincing industrialists to
come to the }\rea.46 Anderson, whose parliamentary duties
meant that he was frequently in London, was important in
establishing initial contacts. With the help of his "so-
called technical adviser," A.T.M. Jones,47 he formed a
company, Development Facilities Trust Limited. The company
advised industrialists of the facilities in the Area and may
have helped them raise sufficient private capital to be
considered for a SARA or Treasury loan. Anderson and his
wife also helped immigrants to smuggle capital out of their
home countries and they helped one industrialist, Andrew
Vigodny, to organise his escape from Hungary after his

passport was confiscated.48
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The first success of the local leadership was the
establishment of a tannery at Millom. Anderson, Wyllie
and Adams had interviewed the owner, Andrew Vigodny, as

early as December 1936. At this stage they could only
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offer him the possibility of a SARA loan, but the guality
of the water at Millom convinced him to come to Cumberland.
Negotiations were long drawn out, partly because of the
difficulty of getting capital out of Hungary, but in April
1938 Anderson laid the foundation stone of the new factory.
Anderson and Adams each regarded the starting of the
industry as a great personal triumph.

After this start a variety of light industries was

introduced to West Cumberland.49

It is highly unlikely

that these ihdustries would have come without the Special

Areas legislation. Though Gillett thought that the most

useful attraction was the provision of factories,50 he did :
feel that thefprovision of inducements was valuable in
attracting industries to the more isolated areas, a view
that was endorsed in the county.51 Certainly the extreme
pessimism of the‘Commissionef“s staff about the viability

of West Cumberland was proved wrong. In May 1939, the WCIDC
were given the remainder of the £500,000 they had originally
required for their plants.52 Later, after a dispute when
two companies simultaneously demanded the smaller of the two

ready built factories, the WCIDC was given permission to

build four factories ahead of requirements.53
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Some of thenew industries did try to take advantage
of Cumberland's need for jobs. E.J. Pierce tried to get ;
better conditions by threatening to go to the North East.54 ;
Kangol wanted to know immediately whether its 100%
remissions of rent, rates and income taxes would be extended
for five years and also questioned the rent.55 In such
cases there was little thé WCIDC could do as it did not
provide the finance or fix the rents. These industries,
despite their complainté, did come to Cumberland. Had the
financial power not been centralised, it is probable that
the WCIDC might have succumbed to these threats and given
the companies more than they really needed. It wgs not
only outsiders who tried to profit from the legislation.
Adams claimed that there had been "a fantastié rise in the
price éf land wanted for sites for‘factories."56 Though
the District Valuer was to assess the price that the WCIDC
paid, the directors felt that his assessments too were
inflated and they continualetggyplained that they were
paying too much for land.57

Most of the new industries were situated on the
coast where transport facilities were bettegy, The
industries at Cleator were only a few miles from Whitehaven
and the main railway line in the area. There was some

criticism of this distribution and accusations of favour-

itism on the part of the Development Council, though in fact

the distribution seems to have been suggested by the
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Commissioner's office. The concentration at Cleator Moor

and Maryport could be justified on the grounds that they were

the most depressed places in the area. Nothing was done

for Aspatria which was also very depressed. Alston got no

new industries, though this was less surprising. The town

was isolated from the main centres of activity on the coast;

its roads were often blocked in winter and its rail links

were poor. The Workington Star regularly claimed that

Workington was not part of the Special Area, as it was

getting no industries, though the paper seemed unsure whether

this was a compliment to the town's economy or a cause for

grievance. Workington was relatively prosperous and so

there was less tendency to direct business there; it was

not until the summer of 1939 that the town got its first

new factory. There was bound to be criticism as there was

not enough industry to go round;
distribution of the new industry

The welcome given to the
Their effect on unemployment was

employed 443 people, though when

expected to provide 2,000 jobs.59

on the whole the

was fair.

new industriés was ambivalent.
slight. By June 1939 they
fully developed they were

Women and juveniles formed

the bulk of the employees. At the time there were 6,568

unemployed in West Cumberland - a rate of about 20% - of

whom 5,494 were men.60 It was obvious that the new

industries offered no real solution to the problem of male

unemployment. In an area where there was no real tradition
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of female employment, jobs for women were not regarded as an
adequate substitute for jobs for men. *® One suggestion that
a football pools firm should establish its head office in
West Cumberland was rejected because it would "only provide
women's work."61 The type of work was also regarded with
some contempt:"Gitten paid fur just watchin' machines ...
whey ah's wurkin' harder noo, trottin' down ter Irish Street
ivery day."62
There also seems to have been some resentment of the
foreign ownership of so many of the new industries.
Crichton found it necessary to tell the people of Cumberland
to give a welcome to the refugees, pointing out that they
were providing jobs as well as receiving government money.63
Even as late as 1949, one Cumbrian remarked that the new
industrialists were "all strangers and mostly foreigners ...
an alien, unassimilated and apparently affluent minority."64
Local demand emphasised the need for industries which
would fit more easily into local traditions, and which would
be tied to the area by the use of local*resources. These
would be preferable to companies which manufactured "mass
produced goods and gadgets which can just as well be made in
the suburbs for which they are intended."65 There was a
particular demand for finishing industries associated with
iron and steel but it was not untilthe war broke out that

any such industries came to the area. Sarsfield-Hall felt

that the government should encourage industries using local
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facilities or resources, such as minerals, agricultural
products, wateror port facilities and Paton agreed.66
Water seems to have been the main local resource which was
used by the new industries; Millom tannery and Kangol were
both attracted by the quality of local water, the Stern
Wood Pulp factQry by the quantity. However attempts to
get industries based on other local resources fell through.
This might have been because such industries reqguired more
capital than light industries. Capital on a large scale
could ke provided by the Nuffield Trust and the Treasury
fund, but the Nuffield Trust began to run out during 1938
and the Treasury fund was never used very freely.

Anderson, Adams and Sarsfield-Hall all urged the
need for industries based on agricultural products.
Anderson promoted a company to undertake large scale pig
production to supply the Carlisle bacon factory. The
WCIDC also supported a Belgian scheme for producing and
processing vegetables. It was hoped that these schemes
would employ older men on the land in a wage earning
capacity. The Commissioner was unable to help either
scheme because the legislation did not permit the provision
of agricultural land for thewe of private companies.67
Théugh the pig farming scheme was licensed by the Pig
Marketing Board and the Bacon Development Board it was

68

refused aid by the Nuffield Trust. It is difficult to

criticise the Nuffield decision without knowing any details
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of the financing of the pig scheme, but the basic idea seems
to have been sound and there was certainly a local market:
the Carlisle factory imported 97% of its pigs from Denmark.
There was also some demand for aid to existing
industries in the area. Several firms in West Cumberland,
after years of depression, could no longer afford to replace
old equipment and were in danger of losing markets because
they could not keep up with orders. The Eskett quarries
were working on order for 31,500 tons of limestone in May
1933, but had to refuse orders for another 97,000 tons
because of inadecquate equipment.69 In such cases only the
private funding bodies - the Nuffield Trust and SARA - were

empowered to help.70

Though such aid did not help to
diversify theé economy of the area, it did keep men in
employment and was much more acceptable locally than loans to
outsiders.

While the Special Areas bodies were struggling to
bring new industries to Cumberland, the fortunes of the basic
industries fluctuated. The coal industry did well in 1937;
prodqction increased and the output was wholly absorbed.

The Spanish Civil War disrupted foreign ore supplies,

increasing the demand for local haematite to such an extent

that the iron companies had difficulty in f£illing their orders

71

on time. But during 1938 the basic industries experienced

a slump, though this was mitigated By the continuing demand

for high quality steel for armaments.72 Even so, in



257

September 1938 the rolling mills were on short-time and the
collieries were losing a shift a week.73 After the
occupation of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, increased
defence costs stimulated a recovery and by May the accumulated
stocks of 1938 had been absorbed.

The rearmament programme helped the area in several
ways. It stimulated heavy industry and the building of
government depots and aerodromes provided jobs. The decline
in unemployment in Maryport in 1938 was attributed to the
building of Silloth aerodrome rather than to the new
industries.74 But no government factory was estaklished in
West Cumberland before the war, despite the area's undoubted
advantages as a producer of high grade steel in a strategic-
ally safe area. Sven~though Cumberland was the last county
in England to get gas masks during the Munich crisis, .because
of the Home Office's faith in its safety,75 represéntations
by Cape and Anderson still failed to get a new factory.
Gillett himself admitted that he was puzzled by the
government's failure in this regarci.76 There were also
complaints that the government depots only employed ex-
servicemen, sometimes from outside the area, penalising local
men who had been in reserved occupations during the First

War.77 Rearmament continued to be a mixed blessing for West

Cumberland.

The Cumbrians still maintained that their area was the

Cinderella of the Special Areas, though increasingly their
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jealousy was directed against South Wales rather than the
North East. South Wales seemed to get more publicity, and
Lord Portal, a director of the Great Western Railway, was
suspected of favouring the area.78 The percentage reduction
in unemployment was smaller in West Cumberland than in the

other areas79

which implied that its problems were more
intractable. There is no evidence at headquarters level
that Cumberland was overlooked in favour of the other areas,
even though some of the staff were pessimistic about the
prospects. Industries moving to West Cumberland frequently
got maximum inducements, and in 1938 the lending bodies
claimed that they had given more to West Cumberland than to
any other area in proportion to the total population and the
number of urfemployed.80

In terms of reducing unemployment, the revised Special
Areas legislation had only a limited effect in West
Cumberland. The new industries which were established did
point the way to the development of a more diverse economy
and offered widening opportunities, particularly for women
in the area. In a limited way, the experience of West
Cumberland did demonstrate that depressed areas could support
more varied industries. The major benefit that the area
derived from the legislation was the development of a

confident local leadership.
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Public Works, Land Settlement
and Transference

De ap e

Gillett's industrial policy was the most novel aspect
of his work, but he also continued the more traditional
programmes which had been developed by Stewart. Here, he
was not an innovator; he limited himself to trying to
increase the effectiveness of some of the programmes, and he
defended them against outside attack.

One of Gillett's first acts as Commissioner was to
try to hasten works schemes by simplifying administrative
method . At his suggestion, an Interdepartmental Expenditure
Committee was formed to discuss proposals for public works
and grants and to make decisions, without the Commissioner
having to contact the departments separately. The new
procedure increased efficiency in London, but it proved more
difficult to hasten matters in the Areas. Gillett
complained that

Some local authorities are very leisurely and

once they know that grants are available they

do not prepare the schemes for final approval

very carefully. I should regard it as most

unsatisfactory if, at the termination of my

office, numbers of schemes for the Special

Areas were outstanding ... because delays in

producing the necessary information have

prevented me from approving proposals for grants \

from the Special Areas funds.

In the months before the Act was due to expire, the

Commissioner's ‘staff spent much time exhorting local

authorities to accelerate their plans, as only schemes on
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which a definite start had been made before the expiry date
would continue to be eligible for government support.82

Local authority boundaries also hindered the
development of regional planning for the Areas. Grants for
projects involving more than one local authority had to be
divided proportionately. Many local authorities resisted
surrendering any of their powers particularly over housing.
Several local authorities in declining areas, particularly
in the North East, wanted to use their grants for slum
clearance to rehouse the slum dwellers within their own
boundaries, even though there was little prospect of
employment. Meanwhile authorities in areas with brighter
prospects, for example around Team Valley, had powers only
to replace slums or rehouse over-crowded families, not to
build new houses for new workers. The problems with the
local authorities demonstrated the need for a more powerful
regional organisation.

There had long been a feeling at the Treasury that
if the Commissioner was to spend money on industrial develop-
ment then his expenditure on public works should be cut back.83
Even before the 1937 Act was passed, Gillett was under
pressure to curtail his works programme in the interests of
defence. Resisting this move, the Commissioner's officials
argued that if the legislation was to be successful they must
make full use of their powers and that it would be politically

impossible to slacken their efforts.84 Though the Ministries
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of Labour, Health and the Board of Education agreed to defer
part of their programmes, the Commissioner's programme
remained intact.85 During 1938 the pressure to reduce
public works continued and at the end of the year, the
Chancellor of the Exchequer urged that Gillett "put a brake
on his other activities" apart from industrial policy.86
Gillett refused, reminding the Cabinet that he was legally
required to suggest any ways to help the Areas, and that his
position would be compromised unless the government made a
public announcement that he was no longer required to
exercise these powers.87 This was too emkbarassing for the
government to consider particularly at a time when there were
rumours that it was contemplating cutbacks in general social
service expeﬁditure because of the escalating cost of
rearmament. Brown thought that such anrannouncement would
have "a more serious effect than saying that the Acts would
lapse."88 Gillett's strong stand meant that there was no
change in his public works policy before the war and his
staff continued to remind the local authorities and other
public bodies of the grants available for work schemes.
Though the Treasury officials could not alter
Gillett's general policy, they were able, through their
general control of expenditure, to hinder some of his
schemes. One topic which was discussed frequently by the

Expenditure Committee was the-problem of Maryport harbour

which was in danger of becoming derelict. The whole episode
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displayed the conflict between the Treasury's view that
expenditure had to be justified on economic grounds and the
view of the Commissioner and the Ministry of Labour that
social and political considerations were equally important.
Though the Cumbrians claimed that a good harbour would
stimulate the local economy, their arguments were questioned
by the Mines Department and the Ministry of Agriculture
which felt that the hinterland of the town offered few
prospects for development. The Commissioner and the
Ministry of Labour contended that, though there was little
economic justification for the harbour, to allow it to
become completely derelict would aggravate the condition of
the town.sg The argument that the harbour had strategic
value was rejected by the Ministry for Co-ordination of
Defence.90 Throughout, Treasury officials supported those
who opposed improvements. After a bad winter, during which
one pier was washed away and at least one firm rejected a
factory on the Solway Estate because of the state of the
harbour,91 the Ministry of Labour persuaded the Treasury to
agree to a compromise. Instead of making complete repairs,
£75,000 would be offered to the Harbour Commissioners to
patch up the harbour so that it could still be used.92 The
harbour was eventually re-opened in January 1939. The whole
affair demonstrated the grudging attitude of the Treasury

93

towards any expenditure which they did not deem essential.

Only a few years later, the Lords of the Treasury were to be
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warned that "it is imperative ... that Maryport harbour be
kept ready for emergency use."94

Though the Commissioner continued to promote public
works schemes, their value was more social than economic.
Apart from harbour development and site clearance, most of
the works dealt with hospitals, housing and sewage. The
works improved the environment of the areas and saved local
authority expenditure. By September 1938, £17,101,000 had
been spent or promised for such works.95 The projects
employed a few hundred older men for limited periods of
time; they were not on a large enough scale to make any
real impression on unemployment.

During 1937 the land settlement programme was
increasingly’ criticised because of escalating costs and its
doubtful effectiveness. Between 1934 and the start of 1938,
the estimated cost of settling a family on the land increased
from £800 to about £1,790.°°®  In addition, the numbers
settling on the land were far fewer than originally
anticipated. Stewart's programme had called for 3,000
families to be settled on the land. By the end of 1937
797 families were settled; only 122 men had completed their
training and been removed from the live register.97 During
1937 outbreaks of poultry disease and the rising price of
foodstuffs affected the smallholders on the Land Settlement

Association's estates. The LSA had concentrated on pigs

and poultry, rather than on market gardening, the main concern
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of the schemes in Durham and Wales. Industrial recovery
also affected recruitment: in 1938 only fourteen men were
prepared to go before the LSA selection board in Cumberland.
By July 1938, further increases in the estimated cost of
the programme caused Gillett to appoint a Committee of
Enquiry under Sir William Dampier to ‘examine the whole
programme. The Committee was to assess the results of the
experiment to date and its future prospécts, taking into
account both the social and economic aspects.

The ®mmittee's analysis of the schemes in England
and Wales was critical but sympathetic. The disappointments
in the LSA's programme were blamed largely on the haste
necessitated by the temporary nature of the Special Areas
Acts. Emmerson agreed that the Commissioner's programme
had been rushed but pointed out that because the legislation
was temporary it had been essential to start as large a
programme as possible in a short time.98 The LSA also
stressed the difficulties of putting men with no agricultural
experience on the land. The Committee concluded that “no
scheme of the nature, scope and size of that now carried on
by the Land Settlement Association can be self-—supporting,“99
though it did feel that co-operative farms had more chance of
success. It also suggested thaf it would be better to find
industrial rather than agricultural work for the industrial

unemployed. However, the Committee did emphasise the social

value of the experiment:
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It has put new heart and life into many men

who had been unemployed for years and who

had little hope for the future.... We are

much impressed with the benefits which accrue

to the children; strong evidence of both

physical and mental improvement makes us feel

that here ... land settlement is a success.l09
The Committee emphasised that the experiment was still too
new for final conclusions to be drawn. Its report did show
however that the problem was much more difficult than
earlier advocates of land settlement, including the four
investigators of 1934, had realised.

In many ways, transference, by draining potential
workers from the Areas, ran counter to Gillett's aim of
reviving local economies, and, on the whole, he preferred
to concenfrate on bringing work to the unemployed.1
However he did feel that for some of the more remote parts
of the Areas transference was the only solution;102
consequently he continued to aid the schemes. Other factors
were working against the transference policy and by the time
he became Commissioner, the peak of transference had already
passed. In 1936 an estimated 42,975 people left the areas,
a year later the number had fallen to 27,733.7%%  Gillett's
industrial policy and the recovery of the basic industries
under the stimulus of rearmament increased the attractiveness

of the Areas and, once the recession of 1938 had bequn,

transference became even less attractive.
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The Debate on the Future of the Legislation

The Special Areas (Amendment) Act was originally due
to expire at the end of Mérch, 1939. Several senior
officials had every intentfon of trying to get rid of the Act
at the stated time. They opposed the continuation of the
legislation for’ several reasons. One was simply financial,

the perennial desire to cut costs because of rearmament:

"Can we afford it at this time?"104 There were administratiwe
objections. If the legislation was to remain on the statute
book, various anomalies would have to be dealt with. These

included the difficulties arising from the arbitrary nature
of the boundaries, the pressing need to deal with other areas
of high unemployment, and the adminigtrative problems arising
from a law which only'applied to limited parts of the country.
The government would also Q;vé to do something about its
early pledges that successful experiments in the Speciai

* Areas would be applied elsewhere. Even ﬁorse, "Mere
continuance of the Act would not suffice:j continuance would
be an .admission that there -was still a need for special
treatment and this would make it seem that there should be

more drastic measures thap those hitherto tak’en."105

The officials also shared a very real fear that "if

{
the Act is extended for a second time it will be extremely
: . 6
difficult ever to bring it to an end."lo If the

legislation was to be permanent then it would ke necessary
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to consider seriously the whole problem of the government's

relationship to industry and how far the government wanted

107
j

The expected exhaustion of SARA and the Nuffield Trust meant

to interfere in "the normal industrial life of the country.

that all future aid would have to come from the Treasury:

the Governor of the Bank of England had warned that no more

108

aid could be expected from the City. Though Gillett

argued that "new days require new methods, 109 the Treasury

wanted to avoid giving "free and easy money on terms which

we think are quite inappropriate for government funds."llo

None of the. Treasury officials were prepared to consider more
than at most continuing some loans to industry, even though

it was admitted that "loans and debentures are not fully

effecti‘;re."lll

At Cabinet level, Chamberlaip shared the official
distaste for the legislation. He was never coévinced that
the state should try to influence the location of industry,
and regarded the Special Areas legislation as a temporary
expedient.

He (Chamberlain) had never been able to

understand how it was thought possible to say

to industry "you shall go to a certain area"
unless the command was accompanied by financial
inducements. Such inducements had been held out
on a very limited scale in the Special Areas, but
there could be no question of their extended
use..,. Accordingly he was very averse from (sic)
using such phrases as "a forward policy in
industrial planning!112
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Apart from doubts about the principles on which the
Act was based, official reluctance was fuelled by fears as
to how fa; industrialists would be prepared to cooperate
with the government in any extension. Already in 1937
industrialists had displayed their strength by forcing the
government to water down the National Defence Contribution
which taxed profits reaped from rearmament.113 There had
been no strong business opposition to the revised Special
Areas Act, but 1937 had been a comparatively prosperous
year. In the changed conditions of 1938, however, the civil
servants feared opposition to continued government subsidies‘
to new industries.114 In March, 1938, the President Elect
of the FBI warned of "untold national difficultes and

injury” if the government interfered unduly with industry,ll5

and individual industrialists h;é already complained about aid
being given to their competitors in the Special Areas.

Though the government had interfered in industry during the
decade by providing tariffs and quotas, this legislation

had limited competition and benefitted established interests;
the Special Areas legislation engouraged new industry and
competition, and there were limitsg which the civil service

did not wish to test as to how far established industry would
go in tolerating this.

During the official discussions there was no

suggestion that the work of the Commissioner should be
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stopped entirely. His commitments would be carried out
after the demise of his office and some of his functions,
particularly in social work, would be transferred to other
departments. The main aim was to stop the Commissioner
starting any expensive new projects and to extract the
government from iegislation whose inadequacy had become
embarrassing. Within months of the passage of the Amending
Act, the officials were casting round for some publicly
acceptable justification for terminating it on time. In
September, 1937, Gilbert, at the Treasury, was arquing' that
by March, 1939, the public works projects would be almost
complete and the main part of the industrial policy would be
initiated so the termination of the Acts would cause 56

116
m,

ha A'month later, Ernest Brown, having surveyed the

new powers of the Commissioner, advised Chamberlain;:

in general 