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FOREWORD BY JIM MOWATT
Welcome to number one in a series of short books on great men and
women who feature prominently in the history of Unite and its
predecessor unions. Our hope is that publishing these histories will
provide not only fascinating reading but inspire the current and future
generations of trade unionists to take up the struggle on behalf of
working people. There is certainly a lot to fight for. We are facing a
difficult future in which the division between rich and poor is growing
ever wider. The constant attacks on trade unionists, both in Britain,
Ireland and abroad are expected to intensify. Education has
therefore to be viewed in the context of equipping members to
understand and fight back.
Additionally as part of Unite the union’s three pillars strategy of
organising, international solidarity and politics the education
department is enthusing our members to write their own stories and
explore their own family and local histories. To that end we have
established on our website REBEL ROAD – an inventory of trade
union and labour movement heroes who are publicly recognised in
the form of a plaque, mural or statue or even a pub named after
them. Please have a look at it and consider contributing.
http://www.unitetheunion.org/growing-our-union/education/rebelroad/

It is in this context that we are producing these booklets and it’s a
delight that Tom Jones kicks off the series. It is no coincidence that
Tom’s son, Keith, was the first ever full-time education officer for our
union in Wales and Keith remains active today even though he
retired five years ago.

Tom Jones was a remarkable man who as a miner actively
participated in the 1926 General Strike before joining thousands from
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Britain and Ireland who bravely took up arms in the 1930s on behalf
of the Spanish Republic in a battle to defend democracy and crush
fascism. He remarkably survived being executed, a death sentence
and years in prison before returning to Britain after a successful
labour movement campaign to secure his release.

Serious injuries prevented him taking up arms to fight fascism in the
Second World War. He became active at work in the Transport and
General Workers Union (TGWU) and was to be appointed as a
regional organiser in North Wales and for parts of Merseyside. He
later became the first TGWU all-Wales Regional Secretary.

A very bright and friendly man, Tom campaigned to bring industries
and work to Wales. By recruiting and organising thousands of
workers he helped ensure decent pay and conditions across many
industries. As a labour movement activist he sought to extend
support for the unemployed and those unable to work because of ill
health or old age.
Towards the end of his working life, Tom played a prominent role in
the development of the Wales Trades Union Council.

Mark Metcalf is doing a belting job for Unite and the labour
movement generally. Writing and compiling this book is only part of
his contribution. This series of books for 2014 also includes Julia
Varley and the 1889 Dockers’ Strike. More will follow in 2015.

Jim Mowatt,
Unite Director of Education
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INTRODUCTION
Tom Jones (1908-1990) was one of the most influential Welsh trade
unionists of the last century. He was a courageous individual who
challenged the callousness and brutality of the mine owners in the
Welsh coalfields. He actively volunteered in the struggle against
fascism by fighting for the Republic in the Spanish Civil War in the
1930s. On his return from the continent he was active in the
Transport and General Workers Union later becoming its first allWales secretary; he also played a prominent role in the
establishment of the Wales Trades Union Council.

6

6328 Tom Jones booklet_Layout 1 12/08/2014 10:39 Page 7

TOM JONES – a fighter for freedom and working people

ER

CHAPT

Working-class
upbringing

The son of a miner and a kitchen maid, Thomas Jones was born on 13
October 1908 in Ashton-in-Makerfield, Lancashire. His parents, William
and Mary, had moved there because mines in the Lancashire coalfield
had better working conditions than those of their native North Wales.
This doesn’t mean that they were ideal since just before Christmas 1910
at Pretoria Pit, Westhoughton a massive gas explosion killed all but two
of the 346 men and boys working there. Such was the demand for coal,
and the jobs that went with them, that production had resumed by 11
January 1911. Around a thousand miners nationally annually lost their
lives during this period with around 10 per cent of the labour force
injured each year.

On 1 March 1912 the miners, under the direction of the Miners’ Federation
of Great Britain (MFGB), went out on what was the first truly national
miners’ strike. The strike was the culmination of determined and
continuous agitation for a minimum wage in the preceding years. The
mine owners obstinately refused this on the grounds that it would mean
men would be ‘shirking’ instead of performing the tasks they were paid for.

Despite the meagre strike pay and great hardships the strike was rock
solid leading to factories being forced on to short time working and train
services everywhere being cut. As coal was the sole means of domestic
and institutional heating, shortages forced the Liberal Government to call
the two sides together and the principle of a minimum wage was agreed in
a Parliamentary Bill. However, to the miners’ dismay, no actual figure was
conceded and although most voted to continue the strike it was called off
by the MFGB as fewer than two-thirds were in favour of staying out.

Tom Jones was on strike for six-months in 1926 but
ultimately the miners went down to defeat after the TUC
called oﬀ the General Strike, during which soldiers were
deployed to support strike-breaking convoys.
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The miners felt tricked by the Government and returned to work bitterly
disappointed. Yet in hindsight the strike had a positive outcome. It
revealed that the miners’ were now a powerful and united fighting force,
whilst their experience at the hands of the Liberals consolidated the
conviction that the working class must have its own, independent
political party of labour. The end result was that the Labour Party won
the previously Liberal Party Parliamentary seats.

Tom was a very young child in 1912 but he later recalled helping picking
coal off a nearby dump. For the first time ever he also found his mother
being forced to tell him she could not provide a jam or dripping buttie
(sandwich) when his friends came round to his house. Tom had an elder
sister, Hannah, and a younger sister, Mary. It was a tight-knit loving
family in which the small local Welsh Methodist chapel played an
important part. As a young child, his Uncle Edward often looked after
Tom and, like most children, he managed to get himself into one or two
scrapes that caused his parents to warn him of the possible dangers if
he repeated them.

On 4 August 1914, his much-anticipated trip to Blackpool was
cancelled after the Government commandeered all trains to begin
taking troops off to war in Europe. Many never returned and family and
friends of his parents were amongst them. Talk of the war was
everywhere. However, in Tom’s house the major concern was his
8
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mother’s health as she was suffering from the polluted air arising from
the major industrial factories and processes undertaken locally. When
the doctor advised a move home to North Wales there was little option
and William Jones swapped mines and the family moved to
Rhosllannerchrugog (Rhos) near Wrexham.

The population of Rhos (meaning moor of the heathery place and a town
where the existence of coal is first minuted in the Holt Charter of 1563)
had swelled as the demand for coal rose dramatically during the
Industrial Revolution. The people of the small town had been left deeply
affected by the Welsh Religious Revival of 1904. The famous bardic line
Beibl a Rhaw i Bobl y Rhos reflect the importance of both coal-mining
and the chapels on the village’s culture and heritage. There was a strong
collective feeling amongst the inhabitants of Rhos and this collective
ethic was to strongly influence Tom Jones.
The youngster was to find himself educated by two teachers – T W
Jones and his brother, Idwal, who both went on to become Labour MPs.
With only English spoken at school, Tom was sent for tuition in Welsh
when he attended Sunday school. Students used slates for writing.

Tom enjoyed school and made many friends – a good number of who
remained so for life. He especially enjoyed sport, football and cricket
being his favourites. Good at English his Mathematics could certainly
have done with improving. Not unsurprisingly, the development of the
War continued to dominate the concerns of all the adults. Surviving
soldiers who were returning with horrific injuries faced an uncertain
future as facilities and benefits for them were poor. Some might say they
always have been for military personnel.

Tom’s father was now working at Hafod Colliery and disaster struck
when a falling beam hit him when he was working at the coal face. The
National Health Service (NHS) was still a long way off at this time so
rather than being taken to hospital William was put in a makeshift
ambulance and driven home. Tom joined the local children
accompanying it before he realised the ambulance was going to stop
outside his house and that his dad was seriously injured.

William was eventually taken to hospital staying there for over eighteen
months refusing to have his leg, which had suffered a compound fracture,
amputated. Only when gangrene set in a decade later would William submit
to the loss of his leg. His son, Tom, was to show similar courage later.
9
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With the breadwinner invalided, Mary Jones must have had an
exhausting, difficult time fitting in the hospital visits with the worry about
how to feed and clothe a family of four on her husband’s meagre weekly
compensation. His eventual return home did not make things much
easier because, after the union solicitor got him £350 compensation,
William then rather foolishly embarked on a series of ill-judged
entrepreneurial adventures. These included selling ice-cream, coal and
later fish-and-chips. Buying a house that could be rented out proved a
more secure business and this, combined with his mother’s work in
domestic employment, ensured the family survived, although never
comfortably. As such there never was any chance Tom would stay on at
school once his elementary education ended at 14.
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ER

CHAPT

Starting work
underground at 14

Tom’s problem was that he was not very big. Consequently, his initial
attempt to persuade the manager at Hafod Colliery to employ him was
not going especially well until he was asked about his father. William
Jones’ reputation was sufficient to get his son a start in 1922. Not
surprisingly his mother was not overjoyed at her son starting down the
pit whilst his father was keen to find out if he had joined the union and
was reassured that this was very much in hand. The new employee was
given the task of supporting the shot firer who used detonators to bring
down the rock prior to miners digging out the coal.
Tom’s wages were just ten shillings (50 pence) a week (equivalent to
£25 today) and although the older employee’s were on considerably
more this was only if they cut coal as they were paid a piece rate
depending on their output. The constant scramble for production meant
miners had little time to consider the needs of young lads and Tom
needed to become a man quickly.

At the same time, the dangerous working conditions meant that miners
relied on one another for their safety; this created a unique brand of
solidarity within the community.

Many miners died from pneumoconiosis whilst poor housing conditions
and welfare facilities, the lack of a NHS and inadequate diet also
resulted in many people in mining communities dying from tuberculosis.

Tom Jones had taken an active interest in events during the 1921
lockout of miners. This saw the mine owners seeking to cut wages
following a rapid fall in the price of coal. When the MFGB refused to
agree, the collieries were closed on 1 April 1921 and the Government
put into force its Emergency Powers Act and drafted soldiers into
coalfields. Unfortunately, the Transport Workers Federation and National
Union of Railwaymen failed to stand alongside the miners and
11
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increasing pressure from the Government forced the MFGB to agree a
deal that ended national agreements. In the aftermath of the threemonth lockout, miners were 20 per cent worse off.

Also, very badly off were many thousands of domestic female workers who
staffed the homes of the middle and upper classes. Many young women
from Rhos and the surrounding villages went into domestic service in the
Manchester and Liverpool areas when they finished school. When Tom
discovered how much his elder sister, Hannah, was being paid he wrote to
complain to her prospective employer, who angered by Tom’s letter
demanded that the domestic recruiting agency, who had recruited Hannah,
get him to apologise. There was little chance of that and when the agent
arrived to speak to Tom he made clear that he felt the prospective
employer was seeking a slave and not a maid. As might be expected,
Hannah did not get the post and sought work via an alternative agency.

Tom moved to Bersham colliery to become a putter, in which he had
responsibility for a pit pony. He participated in the six-month national
miners’ strike of 1926, which for a few short days was also the only TUC
General Strike in history. The miners were resisting pay cuts and the
imposition of longer working hours. Millions of workers had rallied to their
cause. After being told by Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin they would
now be responsible for running the country, union leaders feared the
power of the working class as a body and negotiated a return-to-work
agreement. This went against the miners’ wishes and thus left them to
battle on alone until they returned to work exhausted and defeated.

North Wales miners were solid throughout the strike. They were aware
that local mine owners were selling coal they produced at knockdown
prices to local steel works that they also owned. Profits were thus being
diverted to a secondary source.

Soup kitchens were set up by local women with a plentiful supply of
Welsh cawl (broth) and miners opened up disused pits to excavate any
remaining coal, the priority of which was used to ensure the local elderly
never went without some for heating and cooking. Many shops gave
credit and local parish relief – which was proudly refused by many – of
ten shillings a week (50p) per person was granted with an undertaking it
would be paid back afterwards.

Groups of miners were tasked with patrolling the main roads and all
lorries were required to display a pass issued by Wrexham Trades Council
12
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labelled ‘food only’. Those with coal had it deposited on the road and the
drivers warned. A few who drove past barricades would find a plank full of
nails thrown in front of the lorry 50 yards further down the road.

Tom’s support for the strike grew after he heard A J Cook, the leader of
the Miners' Federation of Great Britain (MFGB), speak at the Racecourse
ground of Wrexham football club. Although the strike was lost, Tom Jones
had no regrets about taking part saying: “We maintained our dignity, and
showed we were not to be treated as slaves in any way. If there was a
victory at all, it was a victory for human dignity.” He cried the day he went
back to work and over the next few years he saw a number of relatives
and good friends quit the industry in disgust at their treatment and head
off overseas to Canada, Australia and North America.
Nine years later, Tom took up the need to prevent the movement of coal
during a strike at Bersham Colliery with perhaps too much gusto. Miners
in North Wales were very angry. They knew that the disaster in
September 1934 at Gresford mine which killed 269 miners had been
caused by inadequate safety precautions that had allowed for the
dangerous build up of gas, allied to faulty electrical equipment.

At Bersham the manager, who had experience of being in charge of
black miners in a South African coal mine, and an attitude that went with
it, began breaking off long-existing agreements on pay and working
conditions. The 1930s were a bleak time for working people as in many
areas unemployment rarely fell below 10 per cent, whilst in others it was
occasionally over 50 and even 70 per cent. Despite the hardships the
miners at Bersham stayed out for five weeks and when the manager
began to recruit people to break the strike their arrival in special buses
saw the hurling of rocks at them. Barricades were mounted on the main
regional passageway, the Johnstown road.

Tom had been in the army in 1927 and he remained active as a member of
the Territorial Army (TA). Along with other strikers who were TA members
he broke into the local base and stole the Enfield and Lewis machine guns
stored there. The last time there had been an armed rebellion in Wales had
been in 1839. That had ended badly when at least 20 supporters of the
Chartist movement (dedicated to expanding the democratic mandate) were
slaughtered by troops in Newport and their leaders transported to Australia.

Tom and his comrades were much more fortunate as they failed to
locate the ammunition for the guns. In addition, states Tom’s son
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Keith, “the local police didn’t want any blood-shed and they went down
and spoke to the angry young men on the barricades and told them
that if they returned the guns it would never be mentioned again. But if
they stayed there then the Merseyside Police would be despatched,
the Riot Act read and those failing to comply would risk being shot.
Fortunately, the strikers saw sense and the issue was not mentioned
to anyone in authority and was hardly mentioned again, except
amongst those who were closest to the affair on that day.” Tom Jones
could never have foreseen that he was to face a much worse situation
than this within a few short years and somehow miraculously survive.
The strike itself was to be defeated after police officers were drafted in
from Cheshire and brutally assaulted strikers and even their wives,
causing a number of people to suffer broken bones.

Nationalisation – Tom Jones was
delighted when Britain’s coal
mines were taken into public
ownership on 1 January 1947.
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CHAPT

Socialist politics leads
to Spain
Tom Jones was by now a convinced socialist. He had joined the Labour
Party on his return from the army and been heavily influenced by other
socialists within it including the well-known Huw T Edwards and Ernest
Bevin, then general secretary of the Transport and General Workers
Union (TGWU), who came to Rhos to speak.

His disappointment with the Labour Government of Ramsay Macdonald
in 1931 led Jones to become sympathetic towards the Communist Party
and although he never joined the organisation he retained a friendship
with a number of prominent members over many years.

He, and Welsh Christian communist J Roose William, often travelled by
bicycle throughout Northeast Wales’s villages to speak about socialism.
Such efforts did not lead to support at elections and Labour remained
the minor party in an area where many of those who worked in textiles,
steel and coal mines retained middle-of-the-road political attitudes being
opposed to radical change.

By 1930, Tom Jones was keen to improve his education and when he
joined the Workers Educational Association (WEA) he attended classes
on economics, European history and politics. Rhos became well known
because of its politically minded students and from 1932-34; Tom Jones
attended two week long WEA summer schools in European History at
Oxford. This proved to be a real eye opener to him as for the first time he
could see for himself the privileges of education enjoyed by the well-off
and he wished that everyone could enjoy such opportunities.

Such beliefs meant that later in life he was a Transport and General
Workers Union representative on the board at Harlech College, the only
further education college for mature students in Wales and one that has
always had strong links with the WEA. An annual TGWU raffle saw half
the funds from it going to the College with the remainder sent to the
union convalescence home.
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Tom was forced to turn down a four year scholarship as without his
mining wages his family would have needed to depend on the hated
Poor Law Relief. His dedication to his family also meant that he was
willing to put off getting married until a more appropriate time.

Although Jones had become secretary of the Rhos Peace Council he
was not indifferent to the suffering of Spanish Republicans who, having
narrowly won the general election in Spain in 1936, had found
themselves facing a rebellion. The military leader General Franco who
enjoyed armed support from German and Italian fascist leaders Adolf
Hitler and Benito Mussolini respectively led this.

Jones had demonstrated in earlier miner’s strikes that he was not a
pacifist. He was increasingly drawn to the attempts to support the
Republican struggle both with aid and physical manpower then being
made by communist and socialists, the majority of who were also active
trade unionists if they were working.

In the autumn of 1936, Jones helped organise a series of local
meetings to discuss the crisis in Spain. The fear was that a Franco
victory would further encourage Hitler and Mussolini to spread their
poisonous message by invading other parts of Europe and Africa. In
Britain, fascist forces under the leadership of Oswald Mosley, who
enjoyed the support of a significant section of the ruling class
including members of the Royal Family, were also on the rise.
Mosley’s Blackshirts had though suffered a major blow on 4 October
1936 when they failed to march through the Cable Street area of east
London. This was despite a massive police effort to clear the way for
the far right organisation. Hundreds of thousands of people made sure
the fascists did not pass.

Tom approached Ebbw Vale Labour MP, Aneurin Bevan, and asked him
if he could contact people who would help him join those from across
the world who were going to Spain to volunteer to help defend the
Republic. Getting there was not easy as the Conservative British
Government had signed the Non-Intervention Agreement with twenty
seven other countries and had passed the Foreign Enlistment Act on 9
January 1937 and then banned volunteers the following month.
Although Germany and Italy blatantly ignored the Agreement, the
British Government preferred to turn a blind eye and concentrate
instead on catching and imprisoning anyone from Britain going to
Spain to fight fascism.
16
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At least 2,500 British men and women fought for the Spanish Republic
and many had a strong trade union history. Upholster Benny Goldman,
salesman John Krenner and property repairer Fred G Borrino, all from
Manchester, belonged to unions such as the TGWU that later became part
of Unite. The later TGWU National Secretary, Jack Jones, served with
distinction in Spain between 1936 and 1938, when he was repatriated
after being seriously wounded at the Battle of Ebro. Jones, a Liverpool
councillor at the time, went to Spain because: “Since the Governments of
the World, Governments like Britain and France were not prepared to go
to Spain’s aid and were standing on the sidelines, many of us felt that it
was right to give whatever help we could in supporting them”.
Tom with his comrades.

An estimated 35,000 volunteers
from all over the world went to fight
for the Spanish Republic in the
years 1936-39. Foreign volunteers
had initially made their own way to
Spain but by September 1936 they
were being organised into Brigades
under the direction of the
Communist International. (Known as
the Comintern)

Tom Jones was made fully aware of how dangerous it would be if he got
to Spain as British members of the Tom Mann militia brigade such as
Ray Cox, Sid Avner and Lorimer Birch had been killed at Boadilla del
Monte in December 1936. At the same time the role of overseas
volunteers in the successful battle to defend Madrid between November
1936 and March 1937 had also been well reported.

Tom was not going to be deterred from fighting fascism

“He had a strong view on Hitler and Mussolini, their militaristic side, and
he envisaged another war with Germany. He therefore saw the Spanish
Civil War as a precursor to something much bigger and he felt he had to
do something to stop it by going to fight in Spain himself. He
passionately believed the people of Spain deserved the Government
they had elected and he thus took a decision to defend democracy and
to oppose fascism.” Keith Jones.
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Interviewed by Hywel Francis in 1979, Tom Jones said this of fascism:
“It has nothing to offer the peoples of the world except continuous war, a
general lowering of the standard of living and a complete smashing of all
culture, arts and learning. Fascism can only lead the world to the ballet
of death and destruction and to barbarism.”
Tom Jones was helped to leave Britain on 3 April 1937 by the South
Wales Miners Federation (SWMF) and the Anti-Fascist Committee.
Jones was 28 years of age and in his determination to play his part in
the Spanish Civil War he could not even (for security reasons) inform his
parents before he departed.

He managed to make it to Paris linking up with others going to Spain
and travelling to Arles in southern France then on to Beziers. However
on the last leg of the trip to the Spanish border his taxi was pulled over
by armed French police and without a passport he was arrested along
with those travelling with him. Imprisoned for having broken the
international law of non-intervention all were imprisoned at Perpignan for
three weeks. On their release they were given 48-hours to leave France
but instead went back to the Anti-Fascist Committee of Perpignan to
confirm that they still wanted to fight in Spain.

They faced many months back in a French jail if they were caught and
Tom was sent to board a Spanish ship docked in Marseilles due to set
sail for Barcelona. Many other volunteers were also on board and lots of
them did not make the return
journey home. The boat was
packed with guns and tanks
and there was panic on board
when it got stuck in the mud
for six hours around fifty miles
from the Catalan city. When it
at last docked the volunteers
received a rapturous welcome
from the Spanish people.
A pencil sketch of Tom at
Ebro, August 1938, drawn by
a Spanish soldier in his unit.
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CHAPT

Fighting the fascists

On his arrival in Spain, Tom and his comrades went by train to the
magnificent city of Albercete, the Military Headquarters of the
International Brigade. After a week of training with an infantry unit, Tom,
because of his military background, was selected to serve with a newly
formed elite Anglo-American Anti-Tank Unit. Its guns were efficient and
had been manufactured in the USSR, where Joseph Stalin was
beginning to realise that following the fall of Italy, Portugal, Germany and
Austria to fascism it would be folly to allow Spain to become part of an
increasingly confident right-wing axis.
Tom found his fellow volunteers to be good, disciplined companions with
specially convened meetings taking place after each battle to assess
any mistakes and plan future action. The Welshman’s first battle
experience pitched him against the Germans and the Moors from
Morocco, which at the time was ruled by Imperial Spain.

He then joined his comrades in the International Brigade which led an
offensive at Blumete on the Madrid front. This was highly successful in
pushing back the fascists who responded by sending hundreds of Italian
and German planes to pound the Brigade positions. Many were killed –
Tom’s unit was halved – but the line was held.

Away from the fighting, Tom was impressed by the Republican
Government’s efforts to increase social and welfare services despite the
increasing economic hardships they were facing. Their work was also
being undermined from within by sabotage by ‘fifth columnists’ fighting
for Franco including a small number of Republican generals.

Tom wrote to his colleagues in the Rhos Youth Peace Council to explain
why he was in Spain: “I am not prepared to accept peace at any price –
especially at the possible price of fascism. I am doing my bit towards
delivering the final deadly blow to the German and Italian fascist armies
that have invaded democratic Spain.”

19
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Tom was wounded when a bullet hit him in the foot outside the city of
Saragossa. He participated in the Republican capture of Turuel in
January 1938, but in the direct fascist assault on the British positions that
followed he again witnessed a large number of his comrades being killed.

In the spring of 1938, Republican forces were hit by a massive and wellprepared attack in Aragon. German and Italian mechanised units,
backed up by Moorish cavalry forces, forced them to retreat 250 miles
that led to Republican Spain being cut in two. Thousands of International
Brigader’s were killed including the British Battalion political commissar,
Wally Tapsell. Frank Ryan, the Irish Republican leader, was amongst
those captured.

A million people were forced to flee; as it was known that the advancing
fascists would often take murderous revenge on those they considered
traitors. The Republican Government struggled to find food and shelter
for desperate people, many of who found themselves being
indiscriminately bombed by German and Italian planes. Meanwhile,
governments across the world refused to intervene. The citizens of these
countries were to be in the firing line a few years later when the Second
World War began.

An aerial bombardment had destroyed the guns of Tom’s anti-tank battery
and he was transferred to a special machine gun battalion. In July 1938
he was amongst thousands that re-crossed the river Ebro in an offensive
that the Republican forces hoped would deal a significant blow to their
enemies. However, despite heroic efforts by the anti-fascists, the
constant aerial bombardment they suffered was simply too great a force
to overcome. The Francoist rebels were winning the war because of the
military help they were receiving from foreign governments.

Left for dead

When Republican forces were surrounded by the fascist enemy in late
September 1938 it became a battle to the death. Heavily outnumbered,
no one anticipated any mercy if they were captured. This proved to be
correct because after firing their last shot and throwing their final
grenade survivor requests to be taken prisoner was ignored when an
officer in the fascist forces ordered his sergeant to “kill all”. Forced to
raise their hands, the captured men were fired on and had grenades
thrown at them. Tom was hit with a bullet in his thumb; bullets in his left
leg and shrapnel in his right arm had taken away his triceps. Still alive,
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Tom Jones hoped to halt
the advance of fascism by
ﬁghting in Spain.

he was left to die by his enemies
who marched off without checking if
they had murdered all their
prisoners.

Surrounded by his dead and dying
comrades, Tom was in agony but
managed to grope amongst the
corpses and find an unstained shirt
that he did his best to use to
staunch the flow of blood from his
damaged body. A fellow soldier
remained alive but died a few
minutes later. Another managed to
even stand up before collapsing and
dying. Tom had the sense to remove
anything incriminating from his
pockets and struggled manfully to
bury the items in the blood-soaked
soil. Not long after he was
discovered by an enemy patrol was dragged to his feet and told he was
to be taken prisoner. The war was coming to an end, but, sadly, it was the
reactionary forces that were winning.

Having had his wounds roughly dressed, Tom was transported to a
prisoner of war hospital in Saragossa. This did not mean his life was now
safe. Suffering with gangrene, he was operated on by a doctor who
refused to use anaesthetic. Keith Jones explains: “The surgeon, a
Francoist was just making sure Tom was well enough to be interrogated
and then shot. In a two-hour operation Tom did not make a sound as he
did not want to give this fascist doctor the satisfaction of thinking he was
suffering. Tom was a hard man, being a miner helped.”

Tom’s bravery ultimately helped to save him, as the nurse who was
assisting on his operation was so impressed she later began to bring
him fruit and she also smuggled out a letter to the Red Cross confirming
he was alive.
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Getting fruit helped Tom’s recovery when he was placed on a ward with
four other International Brigade prisoners. Every hospital bed was full of
lice. Numerous deaths from gangrene and medical neglect occurred.
Some doctors taunted survivors that they were to be shot within a few
days without trial. Prisoners were regularly executed.

On 21 November 1938, Tom was taken to Saragossa provincial prison.
Built to accommodate 250 prisoners it was packed with over 4,000 male
and 500 women prisoners as well as over 50 children and babies. An
individual’s space was restricted to just 35 square centimeters. (14 sq
inches) There were lice and bugs everywhere whilst there was one toilet
for every 350 prisoners. Violent sadists with a criminal past ran each
section and they would often inflict terrible beatings and even kill people
over whom they had total control.

The food was deplorable and many prisoners preferred to be shot rather
than suffer a long, lingering death from the ailments they were forced to
suffer due to a lack of medical facilities. Around six hundred prisoners
had been sentenced to death and many were shot or garroted. Whole
families were executed. The remaining prisoners were offered the false
teeth and glasses of those executed.

Tom was faced with execution when he was taken before a military
court. He complained when his defence counsel asked for the
proposed execution to be commuted to thirty years imprisonment;
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nobody could have survived such a sentence. A legal hitch saw Tom
sent for a retrial. At this he remained silent after witnessing a Spaniard
been beaten to death by one of the guards after he had dared to
contradict one of the judges. At first, Tom was informed that his death
sentence was not to be commuted but just two days later he was
informed he was being transferred to Burgos penitentiary to serve a 30
year sentence.

Despite the repression in the prisons there was resistance. Attempts to
force prisoners to make the fascist salute led to overwhelming solidarity
and the prison authorities quickly dropped the plan. Despite being
tricked into believing they would be shot some prisoners confirmed that
given the chance to rejoin the fight against Franco they would do so
again. They suffered mock execution.

Tom later reported that his dreams often contained food, although on some
occasions they involved him turning into a cannibal. When he told his fellow
prisoners it became clear he was not the only one suffering in this way.

Something that Tom and his fellow prisoners always found amusing was
that during their compulsory attendance at Mass they were brought faceto-face with an altar on which images of Jesus and the Virgin Mary were
on the left-hand side; Franco was in the middle and Mussolini on the
right. Black, dark humour helped many prisoners to make some sort of
sense of their macabre surroundings.

International Brigade prisoners in Burgos
penitentiary 1939, Frank Ryan and Tom
Jones, seated 7th and 8th from left.
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Many Welsh volunteers for
Spain did not make it home.
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ER

CHAPT

Free at last

Not knowing he was in jail, the Republican Government informed Tom’s
parents that he had been killed, along with the rest of his unit, on the
Ebro. His mother was not convinced. Her belief lead to Wrexham
solicitor, and legal representative for North Wales Miners’ Association,
Cyril O Jones to seek the help of Bob Richards, who was amongst a
number of MPs and influential people who were trying to locate Major
Frank Ryan. Rab Butler, the Minister of State for Foreign Affairs,
promised his assistance.

There is no conclusive proof this led to the Spanish authorities locating
him but Tom’s mother received a letter on 13 September 1939 confirming
that he was alive. This had been sent by a Spanish sailor and was
postmarked ‘Bilbao’. This made it possible for Cyril O Jones and Richards
to work out that Tom was being held in Burgos. Soon, Cyril Jones told
Tom’s mother that the British Embassy had asked her to make up a
parcel to be sent to her son via the British Embassy in France.

Tom was delighted to receive the parcel on which was written that it
was from his mother. Franco had been repatriating prisoners since
1938 and desperate for money, he had hastened the process by selling
them to the nations they belonged. By February 1939 the Americans
had bought all their nationals for an undisclosed sum. There were two
British nationals still in Burgos, Tom and an unnamed Canadian who
may possibly have been James Cameron. Major Frank Ryan also
remained incarcerated.

With Franco desperate for foreign currency he sought to persuade the
Government to pay £2 million for the release of the British nationals. The
Government was not keen to pay out such a large sum of money but the
socialist MP Dr Edith Summerskill was able to garner cross-party support
whilst a public campaign in which Tom’s parents and sisters Hannah and
Mary were heavily involved put the Government under so much pressure
that the initial reluctance was abandoned. Once the deal had been
agreed in March 1940, Tom was visited by British Embassy staff and
informed that once formalities were completed he would be free to leave.
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On 20 March 1940 he was told to ‘get out’ and wasted no time in doing
so. He travelled from Spain to Paris in the company of a French Air
Force Corporal and was shocked at the lack of warlike preparations
outside the French capital.

When he finally reached London he was met by a crowd of well wishers
including Cyril Jones and Edith Summerskill. Tom’s jubilation quickly
turned to sorrow when he was informed that both his parents had died,
with his father dying even before it was known that Tom was alive in a
Spanish jail. The celebrations that followed were naturally muted. When
he arrived in Wrexham a few days later another large crowd was there to
welcome him home. Many had heard he was dead and plenty were
happy to see him alive if not necessarily well, as he still had not fully
recovered from his terrible injuries. There was a civic welcome from the
Mayor of Wrexham, Mr. Ted Jones and the leader of the North Wales
miners. Tom thanked everyone who had played a part in the campaign
that had helped secure his release.

When he reached the family home his sorrow must have been intense but
his sisters were able to reassure him that his mother had never believed
he was dead. She had refused to cash the insurance money. Also refusing
to pay up was Tom himself, who ignored a Foreign Office letter to send
them £4.12.6 (£4.62pence) for the costs incurred in getting him back
home. Fortunately, no one ever asked him for the two million either!

Although he was eager to resume work his doctor advised him to rest as
the former prisoner weighed less than eight stone. (48 kg) It was
necessary for him to only eat a small amount of food until his stomach
adjusted to normal meals. Although there was rationing, food was in
much greater supply than when he was locked up in Spain. When he
was medically assessed he was graded as C3, the lowest grade of
fitness used to rank personnel. (The highest was A1, hence the term that
passed into general use)

As he recovered Tom set out to answer all the letters he had received,
many of which were from people who had missing relatives in Spain and
who hoped Tom had met them in jail.

There were also a large number of letters from Irish Americans enquiring
about Major Frank Ryan, who they worshipped for his fight for Irish
freedom. Ryan had visited America in 1931 to speak at numerous Irish
Conventions.
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Tom had promised Ryan that he would go to Dublin when he was
released. This was, in part, to meet the Irishman’s family but he had also
been asked to pass on a message to Ryan’s comrades in the Irish
Republican Army. (IRA)

Ryan’s relationship with the IRA had become strained in the mid 30s and
this was partly in response to what he felt was an unwillingness to
challenge strong religious sympathies in Ireland for Franco’s rebels.
Ryan had earlier unsuccessfully proposed establishing a more socialist
approach rather than the strictly nationalist approach of the IRA.
Tom was asked by Ryan to carry a message to Ireland that was only to
be passed on to the IRA Army Council. The Americans and British had
bought out their prisoners and Frank Ryan felt the Irish Government did
not want to do the same, as they did not want him released.

There was a small letter in the
Daily Mirror announcing that
Tom Jones had been released
from prison.
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Tom met with the Army council at a secret location in Dublin. The
message that he delivered was that if the Spanish Government did not
release Frank Ryan the IRA were to bomb every Spanish Embassy in
Western Europe. The message/instruction was not acted upon. Ryan –
who remained a socialist and Irish patriot – was to never see Ireland
again and he was to die in Berlin in 1944.

Because of his injuries, Tom was not required to join the war effort – war
with Germany having been declared on 3 September 1939. With the
Soviet Union having signed a non-aggression pact with Germany, which
left the latter free to pursue a one front War in the West, he was forced
to defend himself against accusations that he was a ‘fifth columnist’ due
to it being known that many of those who served in the International
Brigade in Spain were communists and supporters of the Soviet Union.
He joined the Rhos unit of the Local Defence Volunteers and when that
became the Home Guard he joined as a corporal rising to second
lieutenant as the war progressed. Rhos Home Guard was on duty every
night, manning road and pillboxes and also providing training for young
people before they were called up to serve in the armed forces.

On 30 August 1941 Rhos was
heavily bombed and seven
people, including three boys,
lost their lives. Tom served in
the Home Guard for the
duration of the war.

Repatriation – The Foreign
Oﬃce requested that Tom
Jones pay the cost of his fare
home from Spain.
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ER

CHAPT

Returning to work and
becoming active in the
Transport and General
Workers Union
His injuries also meant that Tom could not
return to the mining industry and so he
found work in a Wrexham brewery. The
work was physically demanding and he
initially struggled because of his damaged
muscles. He later found work in the
engineering department at Monsanto
Chemicals at Ruabon and at this point
became a member of the Transport and
General Workers Union. (TGWU)

In 1942 he married red haired shorthand
typist Rosa Thomas of Rhos. Although
not exactly a childhood sweetheart he
had always ‘fancied her.’ Rosa had
tragically lost her first husband to
tuberculosis and had two children, Alan
and Jill, Tom and Rosa went on to have a
son, Keith, and a daughter, Moira. Rosa
was also interested in politics and
became active in the East Flintshire
Labour Party whilst always supporting her
husband’s trade union efforts.
Tom Jones in his role as a fulltime oﬃcer for the TGWU.
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Towards the end of 1944, Tom was persuaded to send off an application
for the TGWU official post at Shotton, Clywd, North Wales. There were
29 applicants and after an interview led by Arthur Deakin, the TGWU
acting national secretary, he was appointed on a wage of £7 a week.
This was £2 more than he was earning at Monsanto but the extra money
he was forced to pay out on clothes and suits meant he, and his family,
weren’t too much better off.
After three years in the post he was asked to take over as the TGWU
district secretary in the Wrexham area. Knowing so many people there
meant he found this to be a great job. Tom Jones was also buoyed by a
radical Labour Government and was particularly delighted by the
establishment of the National Health Service in 1948 and the
nationalisation of the coal mines a year earlier.

Having fought against Spanish
nationalists, Tom Jones was very
wary of Plaid Cymru’s nationalist
agenda for Wales. In 1951 he
was engaged in a public
disagreement with Wayne
Samuel, who had mentioned in
his published letter to the Rhos
Herald a Spanish T.U.C. The
former international brigader
rightly pointed out that Spanish
nationalists had, in fact, wiped
out free trade unions between
1936 and 1939 by imprisoning
and murdering large numbers of
trade unionists and their leaders.

Tom Jones joined the TGWU when he
began working at Monsanto at Ruabon.
The union was formed in 1922 when 24
unions amalgamated to make
ONE BIG UNION.
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Although on the surface Tom had
recovered from his ordeal on the
Iberian Peninsula his son Keith
can recall, “many moments when
he seemed to just stare into
space and I am convinced he
suffered on occasion a condition
many soldiers had – the thousand
yard stare as some images never
leave you.”
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Tom denounced the Welsh Nationalist Party’s support for District
Agreements and backed wage agreements that helped ensure those in
Wales got the same wages as their counterparts in England. Tom was a
proud Welshman but was committed to maintaining the economic and
political ties with England and the rest of the United Kingdom.

Becoming Welsh TGWU Secretary

In 1953, Tom Jones applied to become TGWU Regional Secretary, a
post which covered North Wales and at Ellesmere Port and other
industries on Merseyside.

In his application, Tom
TGWU general secretary
stressed his long service in
from 1945 to 1955
the trade union and labour
movement, including a stint as secretary of Rhos Labour
Party and his attendance at WEA, National Council of
Labour Colleges and trade union summer schools.
Arthur Deakin was the

Reference was made to his job as a miner and his
time in Spain. He also stressed he had made a study
of trade union history, union rules, arbitration
procedures as well as a number of workplace laws.
The final paragraph stated that he spoke fluent
Welsh, “which I find very essential in North Wales as
many of the branches conduct their business and
keep their minutes in Welsh.”
The new post paid Jones £825 per annum, rising by
two increments to £865 and there was also a £1 a
week allowance for expenses.

The TGWU by this time had become larger than the NUM in Wales and
Jones’ new role put him in the limelight when national and local politics
were discussed in the media.

The downside to being appointed regional secretary was that it meant
leaving Rhos and settling in Deeside with his wife and children. It also
meant a lot more work, especially as he became Secretary of the North
Wales TUC Regional Advisory Council (RAC), an advisory body
composed largely of trade union officials, and he was also a delegate to
the North Wales and Cheshire Federation of Trades Councils.
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On the political front, Jones tried to persuade the former Liberal MP for
Anglesey, Megan Lloyd George, the youngest child of David Lloyd
George, to stand for Labour in West Flintshire. His initial efforts were
unsuccessful but the first female MP for a Welsh constituency did
eventually defect to Labour and in 1957 she defeated the Liberals in a
by-election at Carmarthen and held the seat until she died of breast
cancer in 1966, aged 64.

Industrially, Jones was not without critics: some felt that he should have
backed unofficial action during the Crosville Motor Services (of
Wrexham) bus strike in late 1953 rather than successfully argue for them
to return to work after it was pointed out to the strikers they were
contravening the national agreement. Workers there were objecting to
changes in their working practices such that they would no longer
complete their hours in five days but would have to attend work on six
days as well as be required to take a pay cut.
As leader of the TGWU, Deakin was well known for refusing to back any
action that did not have the official agreement of the union.

An agreement that did give Jones considerably more pleasure was the
one he signed that brought about the final amalgamation on 7 January
1960 of the North Wales Quarrymen’s Union with the TGWU.
Quarrymen held – and to, a lesser extent, still do – a revered place in
the hearts of Welsh trade unionists for their three year strike at Penrhyn
Quarry at the start of the twentieth century. Although there are
considerably fewer quarrymen (and women) today, the vast majority are
proud members of Unite.

In the mid 1950s, Tom Jones took an active part in campaigning and
attracting industries to Wales. The 1945 Distribution of Industries Act had
helped substantially up to 1953 in bringing in new industries, especially
in South Wales – Hoover went to Merthyr Tydfil, Dunlop-Semtex to
Brynmawr, Enfield Clocks to Ystradgynlais and Spinners to Pontypool.
Over 400 new factories on purpose built industrial estates provided
diversification in a country heavily dependent on agriculture, coal and
heavy industry. The Act had though only partially solved the problems of
unemployment, which had been made worse due to the contraction in
agricultural occupations.

Pressure was brought to bear on Welsh MPs, County Councils and
Government departments in agitating for new and diverse types of
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industry and pinpointing the areas most in need of such industries. Tom
Jones also sent many letters to companies asking them to consider
opening sister plants in Wales.

Critics argued that Wales ‘problem’ was remoteness. The TGWU
regional secretary responded by arguing that any greater transport costs
were offset by lower rental prices and rateable values for factories,
combined with lots of space for expansion.

He also believed companies would benefit by bringing workers with them
to live in healthy and beautiful surroundings. The idea of workers moving
to Wales was one that attracted the wrath of nationalists but Jones was
thinking big. He argued that Birmingham, West Midlands and the nearby
Black Country was over-industrialised and the answer was to take
industry and jobs to North Wales, which was under industrialised.
Tom Jones said: “There are many places where people would fit in well –
Llandrindod Wells – all of Merionethshire and Montgomeryshire, for
example.” He felt his idea would also ensure a better balance of
population between the north and south of Wales, with the north having
a population of just 600,000, 1.4 million less than the south. Although at
this stage in his life, Jones felt a Welsh Parliament was impractical he
was keen to pursue policies that benefited the whole of Wales. His views
were widely reported throughout the whole country.

A number of civil engineering schemes aimed at boosting employment
were established in Wales in the mid 1950s. The hydro electric scheme
at Tanygrisiau began in April 1955 and provided work for 2,000 on site.
The TGWU and National Federation of Building Trade Operatives
competed for membership, which never fell below 50% and was often as
high as 90%. The scheme brought in a lot of money to Blaenau
Ffestiniog and the front street there took on a new look of prosperity.

When work began on the construction of the Trawsfynydd Nuclear
Power Station an agreement was signed with the Nuclear Civil
Contractors giving priority to local people for jobs – except in situations
where, like for scaffolders, there was a skills shortage and they could not
be filled locally. Jones felt it was wrong that local people were living in
unemployment and poverty whilst “workers were being imported from
Italy, Ireland, European mainland, and West Indies.” Jones did not
criticise foreign workers themselves and this helped ensure that racist
attitudes towards them were a minor aspect of local politics.
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Jones later wrote about how delighted he was that all the workers from
the Gwynned region joined one of the two unions at Trawsfynydd. Jones
was proud that ‘good joint consultation and good human relations on the
site between employers and trade unionists…had meant there had been
no major stoppage of work on the site……..the Trade Unions in Wales
have a vested interest in industrial prosperity and are extremely anxious
not to damage it….but in saying this, it must be realised that the Unions
in Wales will continue to demand a fair share of the rewards of increased
production and prosperity on behalf of their members’. (Letter to
Wrexham Leader, February 1962)

In 1958-59 a recession, combined with defence cuts and closures in the
old tinplate, sheet metal industry and steelworks, saw the Conservative
government attempt to boost economic activity in Wales and they exerted
pressure on companies to invest in the country. This led to Rover coming
to Cardiff, Fisher and Ludlow to Llanelli and Ferodo and Bernard Wardle
to Caernafon. Hotpoint was also persuaded to come to Llandudno.

In late 1961, Tom was informed that the Prime Minister Harold Macmillan
sought his agreement to submit
his name to The Queen to
approve his appointment as an
Officer of the Order of the
British Empire (O.B.E). In
addition, he became a
Commander of the British
Empire (C.B.E) in 1964. He
only accepted the awards
after consultation with, and
the approval of, the then
TGWU General Secretary,
Frank Cousins. (Rosa his
wife was not pleased, but
that’s another story)

Tom Jones was made an OBE in
the 1960s and a CBE in 1973.
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Tom Jones on the role of a trade union official – undated
‘The nature of a Trade Union Official’s work is extremely interesting – but
it also full of serious responsibilities. It is interesting because the work
continually varies, and is full of human problems. It is a responsible job,
because important decisions have to be made from time to time by the
official. One wrong decision may cause chaos in a particular industry,
with possible loss of production – and loss of earnings to Union
members.
A Trade Union Official has, of course, to combine his office work with his
numerous other duties. At the office he deals with all correspondence
from union branches, employers and various sources. His office is his
centre and where interviews on all kinds of problems with union
members, and others, take place.

The relationship of a Trade Union Officer with union branches and
members has to be a very intimate one. He is constantly called to
branch meetings, which, in the main, take place in the evenings.
Saturday and Sunday meetings are a common occurrence. He is always
at hand to be called upon to deal with any outstanding problem at any
works or factory – problems which a branch may have failed to settle
with the employer.

A Trade Union Official encourages and participates in joint consultations
in industries, which undoubtedly creates good relations between the
workers and the employers. He advocates the adoption of fair incentive
payment schemes with the object of encouraging increased production
and higher wages.

Another important aspect of the work of the Trade Union Official is his
connection with National or District Joint Industrial Councils. He may
represent his union on these bodies, which deal mainly with wages and
working conditions. In this capacity it is necessary for him to have a wide
knowledge of Industrial Agreements, Industrial Law and the So-cial
Insurance Acts etc, etc.

He needs the ability to make and represent a case to the employers on
given problems in an industry. He must also have the ability to state a
case before the various tribunals set up under the Social Insurance Acts.

35

6328 Tom Jones booklet_Layout 1 12/08/2014 10:40 Page 36

The job of a Trade Union Official is therefore an onerous one – it
demands patience, tact and ability – and always a sense of humour. In
essence he is a lawyer and barrister. Above all he is a father,
philosopher and friend to all and sundry.’
Throughout the 1950s and early 60s, Jones had hoped to see the
election of a Labour government dedicated to a planned national
economy with proper distribution. So he was left disappointed when
Prime Minister Harold Wilson failed to pursue radical polices after
Labour was elected in 1964 and then again in 1966.

In 1968, Jones used his address to the Welsh Council of Labour to state,
“If we are to bring about democratic socialism then we must, as the late
Nye Bevan stated, capture the commanding heights of the economy.”
Wilson’s socialism was more moderate with an emphasis on increasing
opportunities for everyone through improvements in the education
system, allied to exploiting scientific progress. Labour, though, continued
to encourage firms to move parts of their production to
South Wales and the Borg-Warner automatic
transmission company went to Kenfig Hill.
The radical growth in manufacturing meant that coal
and steel was no longer the major source of
employment it once was in Wales, especially following
the pit closure programme adopted under Wilson.

The TGWU replaced the NUM as the largest union in
the country and large workplaces, employing between
500 and 3,000 employees, encouraged unionisation
and shop steward (workplace rep) organisation,
especially as work practices included a more intensive
pace of work and closer supervision on jobs for which
there was little intrinsic satisfaction.

Tom Jones was keen to see North Wales
welcome industry and workers to the area.
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ER

CHAPT

Helping develop the
Wales Trades Union
Council

By the mid 60s there was increasing demands amongst Trades Councils
in Wales and the SWMF for a Wales Trades Union Council (TUC).
However, the North Wales TUC RAC remained resolutely opposed and
they were backed by the TUC in London who feared a new organisation
would lead to a split on national lines.
Tension existed between stewards in general unions, including the
TGWU, and the RAC in North and South Wales. Stewards sat on local,
regional and national decision-making bodies but were excluded from
the RAC’s, the politics of which was also heavily criticised by the more
militant Trades Councils.

The issue of reform became politically charged when it became apparent
that, despite all the post-war efforts to rebuild the economy,
unemployment was starting to move back up. This was especially the
case after the 1963 Beeching Report decimated jobs in the rail industry
and Port Talbot steelworks began to cut employment a year later.
Inefficient pits also closed rapidly and by 1973 there were just 53 across
Wales employing 35,000. Unemployment rose from 2.6 per cent in 1966
to 4.7 per cent in 1972.

Increasing numbers of Welsh trade unionists were becoming convinced
there was a need for a distinct Welsh voice, especially as both Ireland
and Scotland had separate Trades Union Congresses. The SWMF had
passed a resolution calling for a separate Wales TUC in 1943 and in the
early 60s branches of the Amalgamated Union of Foundry Workers
expressed support.
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However, on 3 January 1967, Tom Jones, in his capacity as secretary of
north Wales RAC said, “It would be silly to set up a costly ornament.”
Jones was to change his mind over the next two years as, under his
direction, the north and south Wales RAC’s met with the trade’s council
federations on 7 May 1969 ; this meeting agreed to set up a joint executive.
Key to this development was the decision of the
TGWU rules revision conference in Belfast in July
1968. Jack Jones, the heir-apparent to Frank
Cousins as general secretary, initiated a number of
major constitutional changes that included
amalgamating regions four and 13 to create a new
all Wales region of the union. Jack Jones’s vision
was based on devolution of power, the Liverpool
man being a keen advocate of democracy in which
workers and shop floor representatives shared in
decisions affecting their future. Both Jones’ had
fought in Spain
and enjoyed a
Jack Jones was the TGWU general
secretary from 1968 and 1978 and
deep, mutual
also served in the International
affection.
Brigade in Spain in the 1930s

In 1970, Tom was
made secretary of the new all Wales region of the
TGWU, a post that meant moving to Transport
House in Cardiff, one of thirteen offices across Wales he now had
responsibility for managing and for which over the next few years he
visited regularly.

When jobs were threatened in the early 70s at the British Steel plant in
Shotton, Jones became the joint secretary for the TUC Steel Campaign
Committee there. The committee combined demonstrations with political
appeals. It also drew up an alternative programme that included an action
plan, which incorporated a major new industrial estate to which the
government would relocate major factories. The aim was to seek to
attract a mix of heavy and medium class industry. Displaced steel
workers needed help with retraining and the committee argued for major
improvements in transport facilities, including a direct link to the M6.
With Jones by now approaching retirement age, George Wright emerged
as the best candidate and on his appointment he headed to Wales as
regional secretary designate in the summer of 1972. He was just thirty-six.
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Wright was the product of the Birmingham car industry, a tough world in
which a substantial percentage of the workers’ pay packet was
determined by workplace bargaining. Wright was on the picket line at 20
and by 22 he was the leading shop steward for the Mini engine and
gearbox section at the Austin Longbridge car plant. He swiftly learned
how to bargain on behalf of his members, combining a good head for
figures with a persuasive ability. His self-assurance, energy, involvement
and ambition marked him as officer material and he was appointed
district officer for West Bromwich and the Black Country in 1966. His
successes there meant that, in 1969, Wright was given responsibility for
the chemical, engineering and motor industry in the West Midlands.
When he moved to
Wales he brought
George Wright, the straight
with him his
talking Brummie replaced Tom
confident belief in
Jones as Welsh regional secretary
for the TGWU in 1973. The pair
shopfloor power.
worked closely together in

developing the Welsh Trades
According to
Union Council.
Wright, Tom Jones
was important in
helping him to overcome the “fact that neither South
nor North Wales wanted a Brummie being put in
charge as he was very positive about what I could do
in the role. He also asked for my help in creating the
Wales TUC. This was a great start for me as it was a
very positive project, made me familiar with the
different characters in the trade union movement in Wales and when we
did manage to fulfill Tom’s request I had quickly demonstrated I could
get things done.”

Whilst Wright took on many of the key liaison and steering roles, Tom
Jones visited the Irish and Scottish equivalents in order to draw up a
report on how the proposed new organisation could help in the future with
campaigning activities and co-ordinating industrial action by miners.

The Trades Union Congress (TUC) in London had indicated its hostility
to the proposed new body and Tom Jones wrote bluntly to tell them, “that
the trade unions in Wales cannot stand still and the rank and file must be
brought into the business of running the whole of the Trade Union
movement in Wales. They are aware that Scotland and Ireland have
their own facilities and cannot see why trade unions in Wales cannot
have similar privileges.”
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Wright involved Tom Jones son, Keith, a research officer for the TGWU,
in his preparations for a conference on 10 February 1973. Thirty-five
unions, represented by over 250 delegates, were joined by representative
of trades councils who together enthusiastically backed demands for a
Welsh TUC. A second successful conference was held in May 1973 and
the solidarity engendered put such pressure on the TUC that it was
forced to concede and although the new body became a regional council
to the parent bodies it had an annual conference and greater grassroots
representation through the involvement of trade’s councils. The word
congress was not used, the C in TUC standing for Council.

Whereas Wright was key to the unlocking of Welsh trade unionists
demands for a TUC of their own it was Tom Jones growing
understanding that the country needed a stronger trade union voice
which helped create an unstoppable momentum. The fact that the
TGWU had merged all its Welsh regions into one in 1968 played an
important role in the whole process. The inaugural meeting of the new
body was held on 27 and 28 April 1974 at which Wright was elected parttime secretary.

Retirement

Jones had retired from his post in the TGWU at the end of 1973, telling
the Western Mail, “I am basically a Socialist because it is a better moral
basis than anything else I have read about”.

The paper reported he had a refreshing attitude to retirement. “I intend to
continue learning. Every day gives you another lesson. I shall always
consider myself to be a student. Wales is a great country with a fine
future. I want to see it prosper and see that there is enough work in the
right industries for all the people of Wales.” According to Keith Jones his
dad, “was scarred by unemployment as a young man and he wanted
everyone to have a job as by providing for themselves and their families
a worker gained dignity and respect.”

Tom Jones remained a member of many organisations including the
Economic Council of Wales to which he was appointed in 1965. He later
served as a trade union representative on Industrial Tribunals between
1974 and 1978 and in 1976 he was appointed by Tony Benn, the energy
minister in the Labour Government, as a member of the Merseyside and
North Wales electricity board. He undertook the role for well over a
decade. In 1989, the University of Wales awarded Jones an honorary MA.
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Tom Jones
retirement was
big news in
Wales
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Not long after his retirement, Jones was honoured by the Spanish
Government in exile who made him a Knight of the Order of Loyalty.
Jack Jones undertook the presentation of the order during a union
function at the Royal Hotel, Caernafon in 1974.

Jones lived his retirement years back in his beloved North Wales. He
often visited Cardiff to take part in television and radio programmes but
he also enjoyed his garden and having more time to spend with his wife,
four children and six grandchildren. In early 1990 there was a family
tragedy when Alan, his stepson from his wife’s first marriage, died.
According to Keith, “this broke my dad’s heart as no parent wants to bury
any of their children.” Not long after, Tom Jones died at his Hawarden
home in Flintshire on 21 June 1990. He was aged 81. He had lived a full
life in which his passion for the rights of working class people – of which
he was one – made him stand out as a person to be admired.

Tom Jones was a trade unionist, socialist and anti-fascist with an
internationalist outlook that he combined with a Christian belief and a
dedication to his family in a constant struggle to improve the world we all
live in. We need more people like Tom Jones. This was recognised by
the Unite union, which dedicated one of its rooms in the Cardiff office to
Tom Jones. Len McCluskey opened this.

According to Glyn Connolly, Education and Development Organiser for
Unite in Wales, “Tom deserved a room naming after him as he was a
brave, inspirational man who had an almost legendary status amongst
former union activists. The room, and the display of Tom’s photographs
within it, also gives a new generation of activists an opportunity to find
out more about the Spanish Civil War. By telling his story we are
continuing Tom’s keen desire for union members to become politically
educated.”

“It is great that Unite have
dedicated this room to my dad,”
said a proud Keith Jones.
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Unite has dedicated one of its
rooms in the Cardiﬀ oﬃce to
Tom Jones. Glyn Connolly,
education and development
organiser for Wales, and a proud
Keith Jones are shown in front of
a small display about the life of
Tom Jones.
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A good read for UNITE members - book
of the month

http://www.unitetheunion.org/growingour-union/education/bookofthemonth/

Tutors on Unite education courses often
get asked what books they would
recommend reading. As a result we have
have set up a book of the month service
for Unite members. The subjects chosen
are very varied and include politics,
sport, social and labour history and
economics. There is a review of each
book and details of how readers can
obtain cop-ies. There are also reviews of
books written by UNITE members past
and present.

Unite members who would like to see a
particular book reviewed – or would like
to do a review - should get in touch. If
you are a UNITE member who has had a
book published please also get in touch.

More details from author and journalist
Mark Metcalf on 07952 801783 or at
mark.metcalf@rocketmail.com
Rebel Road

Trade union and labour movement
heroes honoured

http://www.unitetheunion.org/growingour-union/education/rebelroad/

Rebel Road is a section of the UNITE
Education website that celebrates trade
union and labour movement heroes that
have been publicly recognised in one
form or another such as a statue, plaque
or building named after them. You’ll also
find pubs with historical connections and
a list of museums and exhibitions that
anyone wanting to know more about
labour history should consider visiting.

Contact Mark Metcalf at
mark.metcalf@rocketmail.com
or on 07952 801783 for more details.
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