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the Shipwrights’ society 
Five years after the formation of the Wear Shipwrights’ Benevolent Society (WSBS) in 1846, the 1851 census return showed 1,372 shipwrights over the age of 20 living in Sunderland, and 653 under 20 years. Membership of the society was variously shown as 1,389 and 1,186 at that time.
 Thus we may take it that the ‘aristocrats’ of the wooden yards were relatively numerous and very well-organised by mid-century.

The organisation of the shipwrights’ society was strictly regulated, and democratic. The 1860 rule book was very specific: 

That the society shall be properly and strictly governed by one code of laws, and actuated by one spirit of fraternity, and for convenience shall be divided into separate branches, to suit local circumstances, each branch having a local secretary, auditors and two stewards, to conduct the business. And that the stewards be chosen every three months, leaving one of the old stewards in office to give instruction to the new.
 

There were eight branches: Sunderland No.1 and 2, Bishopwearmouth, Ballast Hills, Deptford, Southwick, Monkwearmouth No.1 and No. 2. A general committee composed of delegates from the branches met every Tuesday in Sunderland, and every Wednesday in Monkwearmouth, non-attendance attracting a fine of 6d. Indeed as the rule book shows, discipline was kept by a variety of fines covering a wide range of ‘offences’, from failing to pay society fees to taking on piece work. In this and other circumstances, sickness for example, members also had their membership ‘card marked’, a practice which is now reflected in local parlance.

The objectives of the society forbade any interference in, or discussion of, religion or politics, but broadly followed the pattern of artisanal societies in the late 18th century. These provided benefits for sickness, death, unemployment and other losses, and, crucially, acted to influence wages by controlling entry, and to retain control of the work process for skilled labour.
 Thus, for example, on the death of a member, his wife or dependent received £10; if a member were injured and unable to carry on his trade he received £30; or if he were shipwrecked  ‘allowed £1 towards purchasing tools’.
 Bye-laws controlled entry and demarcation of work, for example insisting that  ‘all apprentices must be initiated in the society book on entering a shipbuilding yard’, and that ‘no labourer be allowed to carry any prepared material, make stages, lay or assist to lay ways or any other shipwright's work’.
 Despite the fact that there was no national organisation until the 1880s, shipwrights were clearly in contact with their counterparts in other ports, and had local rules to prevent ‘blacklegging’ in time of strikes, or the inflation of the labour supply by the ‘tramping’ of journeymen. Thus rule 12 of the Wear Shipwrights’ Society states that ‘all members of this society who may be desirous of obtaining employment in any other port or place, must apply to the general secretary, and inquire into the state of the port and place’.

Despite the fact that WSBS was a benevolent society, it did organise and conduct strikes. This was hardly a new phenomenon on the Wear, since there had been industrial action by shipwrights before 1846, though few accounts survive of early-19th c. disputes.
 However, there is a record of the conduct of a dispute in 1824, when Wear shipbuilders informed Sunderland’s acting magistrates that  ‘we have reason to believe that the introduction of strangers will be resisted by the resident shipwrights.... [thus] we beg leave to suggest the propriety of some military force being ordered into the town prior to our bringing strangers here’. The next day the magistrates wrote to Sir John Byng, commander in the army:

There have for several weeks past differences existed between the shipbuilders and their workmen which have led to the conviction and commitment to prison of several of the shipwrights… These measures however do not appear to be likely to induce the shipwrights to return to work, in consequence of which the shipbuilding business on the Wear is almost at stand… The shipwrights we estimate to amount to about 500, and we beg leave, Sir, to request you will have the goodness to order to Sunderland a competent number of military to assist the civil power in case of emergency.

In shipbuilding as in coal-mining, the development of the British economy, fluctuations in trade and Britain’s growing global power, played important parts in conditioning industrial relations and industrial action. The 1850s proved to be a particularly troubled decade for shipbuilding on the Wear. It began with a 21-week strike at Hylton over the winter of 1851-2, when shipwrights attempted to preserve customary practice in the yards. The employers had tried to break with tradition by imposing more uniform (Sunderland) conditions, and asserting their freedom to employ whom they chose, in this case as borers, rather than time-served society men approved by the Hylton shipwrights. After failed arbitration in December and fruitless negotiations in March, the shipwrights returned to work defeated in early April. By June they were working under the general rules of the Wear.
 The Hylton dispute is of some significance since it illustrates the general struggle for control of the labour process, an important feature of this period of maturing industrial capitalism. Custom frequently become the object of industrial conflict and a centrepiece of trade unionism activism.

The immediate effect of the Crimean War (1854-6) was to drive up wages to 6s. a day for shipwrights on the Wear. The Wear employers posted notice that from October 1854 daily wages would be reduced to 5s., and refused arbitration. There followed a 10-week strike in which 800 men, estimated at half the workforce, struck. James Laing and other lesser Wear-based employers, acting in concert as an employers’ association, conceded defeat in early December.

A consequence of the poor industrial relations on the Wear was a very early attempt at industrial conciliation – the idea of which is to pre-empt disputes, rather than try to arbitrate after a dispute has begun – by way of a formal institution, a joint conciliation board. Employers and workers met in the Lyceum theatre, Bishopwearmouth, in January 1853, ‘to consider whether a better understanding between masters and men could not be established’. The meeting decided to create
... a committee of reference, composed of shipbuilders and shipwrights, with a chairman mutually elected, to which any questions of dispute, either between an individual master and his men or the whole body of builders and shipwrights respectively, be referred, with a view to their amicable adjustment.
  

During early February the remit and administration of the board was agreed. A joint court of reference and arbitration was to be established with nine members from each side. All disputes relating to proposed changes in conditions would be referred to this court, the decision of which was final. Proceedings were to be open to all concerned, each yard being represented by two men. The meetings would be civil, with ‘no expression of approbation or disapprobation… allowed from representatives’. Each side appointed a secretary to keep a record of the court and arrange meetings, with expenses of these services shared.

The board operated until November 1854, when it became a casualty of the 10-week Wear strike. Before and during this dispute, the masters refused arbitration by the court, because they felt that wages were subject to the laws of supply and demand and therefore not appropriate for arbitration. A shipwright argued in a local newspaper that ‘all questions between masters and men are affected by supply and demand’ and concluded that ‘were the men refusing to arbitrate on such grounds, I would at once conclude that it was a paltry evasion, to conceal the fact that they durst not trust their case before such a tribunal’.
 However the inconsistency in the shipbuilders’ approach to industrial relations reflects as much the inchoate, incoherent and often contradictory grasp of emergent liberal market economics in industry among employers, as it does their insincerity. Many shipbuilders broke ranks and paid the market rate during the dispute. Capital and labour both had to learn what Hobsbawm has described as the ‘rules of the game’ of market-based industrial capitalism. Skilled workers in the ‘new model’ unions, such as the Wear shipwrights, developed an enthusiasm for conciliation in parallel with accepting the tenets of economic liberalism. This ideological shift had been clear from a joint statement by masters and men at their inaugural meeting at the Lyceum: ‘the interests of the employer and the employed are combined and cannot be separated without disadvantage to both parties.’
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