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We can learn a lot about the issue of poverty and inequality today by studying 
Welsh history as well as examples from the world today. 

Study these sources about poverty and inequality in the slate industry in north 
Wales in the 19th century and the textile or clothing industry in modern Cambodia. 
the sources will help you to understand why workers are paid low wages, how they 
have protested and fought through trade unions to improve their lives and how 
their efforts have been opposed by those who stand to profit from the industry. 

if you would like to know more why not visit the National Slate Museum in 
llanberis, north Wales. You can also research websites such as the Gwynedd 
Archives Slatesite. More can be found on the National Archives website and on the 
Welsh Government learning resources hwb. 

ISSue: Poverty 
FocuS: InequalIty
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the Great Strike at Penrhyn Slate Quarry, near Bethesda, 
north Wales, lasting from 1900 to 1903, was one of the largest 
ever seen in Britain. 

By 1900 Penrhyn was the world’s largest slate quarry,  
worked by nearly 3,000 quarrymen. tensions were high at  
the quarry over the very low wages paid to the quarrymen, 
while in contrast the owner, lord Penrhyn, lived a life of  
luxury. the quarry owners and quarrymen had little in 
common. the workers spoke Welsh and went to non-
conformist chapels, whereas the owners spoke english and 
went to Anglican churches. 

there had already been an 11-month dispute in 1896-7.  
lord Penrhyn blamed the North Wales Quarrymen’s union for 
this and decided to get rid of their influence within Penrhyn 
Quarry. in April 1900 the Quarry manager, e. A. Young, banned 
the collection of union payments in the workplace, which in 
effect meant that the unions were banned. Following a strong 
reaction from the quarrymen to this decision, about 800 were 
forbidden from going back to work. over 2,000 men walked 

out in protest, marking the beginning of the Great Strike, which 
lasted for three years. 

the strikers received generous support, including a huge 
Christmas pudding, weighing two and a half tonnes from a 
company in Ashton-under-lyme. however, about six months 
into the strike, in spite of the support they got from the local 
community, many of the striking quarrymen were impoverished 
and desperate. Knowing this, early in June 1901, lord Penrhyn 
decided to allow 400 ‘approved’ men returned to work, receiving 
a sovereign each and the promise of a 5% pay increase.

this caused bitterness in the area, as the striking quarrymen 
considered those who went back to work to be traitors. things 
became violent, with the windows of those men that had 
returned to work smashed by those who kept up with the strike. 
things got worse when the names of those who had broken the 
strike were published in the local newspapers Y Werin and echo.

Cards appeared in windows in the Bethesda area, with the 
words Nid oes Bradwr yn y tŷ hwn (‘there is no traitor in this 

SourCe 1: the National Wool Museum at dre-fach Felindre, West Wales

SourCe 1: Adapted from a report in the north Wales newspaper 
the Daily Post, 22 June, 2013



house’) printed on them. the cards were displayed in the 
windows of strikers’ homes, dividing the local community into 
the strikers and cynffonwyr, meaning those who gave in and 
went back to work. 

the Chief Constable of Caernarfonshire sent troops into the 
village and a Justice of the Peace arrived to read the riot Act 
to the striking men, formally warning the protesters to disperse 
and authorising the use of force if necessary.

Faced with the hardships of the strike, by 1902 700 men had 
returned to the quarry. two thousand quarrymen gave up 
altogether and moved to the south Wales coalfield for work or 
even emigrated to work in the slate quarries in Pennsylvania 
in the united States. in the end, it was not hearts or minds 
that decided the issue, but the empty stomachs of the strikers’ 
families. the men went back to work in November 1903, their 
union still not recognised.

SourCe 1 continued



SourCe 2: images of north Wales slate quarries
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SourCe 3: George Sholto Gordon douglas-Pennant, (1836-1907), 
second lord Penrhyn 

owner of:  

•	 Penrhyn castle, where he often entertained guests, including royalty 

•	 the Penrhyn estate (he was the third biggest landowner in Wales) 

•	 Penrhyn quarry (this made huge profits e.g. £133,00 in 1899 

•	 cotton plantations on the island of Jamaica



in a situation where the quarry owner 
ruled ruthlessly and held all the power, 
there was no way for the workers to 
register their dissatisfaction over low 
pay and working conditions. in the face 
of continued victimisation the only road 
open to workers was to join together to 
fight for improvements. the North Wales 
Quarrymen’s union was founded in 1874. 

SourCe 4: the North Wales Quarrymen’s union
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ill health was also a constant companion, mainly stomach 
disorders, hernias, haemorrhoids and respiratory diseases. 
Accidents occurred, but not as often as in coal mining. First 
aid was crude. Medical assistance was often distant, while in 
most quarries the only ambulance was a stretcher. however, 
large quarries like Penrhyn ran their own hospitals. the 
dinorwig hospital opened in 1876, even though no doctor 
was appointed there until 1893. 

the average age of death in 1893 at Blaenau Ffestiniog 
for those employed at the dressing sheds, where the slate 
dust was most heavy, was 47.9 years. the average age 
of death for engine drivers and plate layers in the quarry, 
who were least exposed to dust, was 60.3 years. labourers 
could expect to live until they were 45.3 years of age, while 
slate miners could only look forward to 48.1 years. in 1905, 
a widow was paid £200 on the death of her husband by 
accident at Penrhyn Quarry.

definite indications were found both through clinical and 
X-ray examinations that the dust exposure in the industry 
is harmful. thus out of 120 men examined, chosen from 
among those who were actively employed at the time, 
clinical evidence suggestive of pulmonary fibrosis was 
found in 56. Forty-seven of these 56 cases were found 
among millmen, the group most exposed to dust…silicosis 
was definitely diagnosed in 14 of these men. the evidence 
here given appears to corroborate that *obtained from 
mortality (death) records, and to indicate that…slate dust, if 
the exposure is sufficient, is definitely harmful.

example: No. 2, aged 55, had been in slate quarries as a 
splitter and dresser for 37 years, he complained of cough, 
spit, and shortness of breath. his chest expansion was 2½ 
inches. on clinical examination there was fibrosis and on 
X-ray silicosis.

SourCe 5:  Adapted from the 
Gwynedd Archives Slatesite 
website (2015)

SourCe 6:  Findings of an official 
government report into the effects 
of slate dust on the lungs of 
workers employed at the north 
Wales slate quarries (1930)



We have no case of silicosis in this quarry of which i am 
aware, and i became convinced after four years’ experience 
here that slate dust is not merely harmless but beneficial 
and i would challenge anyone to prove otherwise.

Quarrymen who carried gunpowder into the quarry 
had to wear copper soled clogs to lessen the danger 
of striking a spark.

SourCe 7:  Comment by 
dr J. Bradley hughes, doctor at the 
Penrhyn Quarry hospital in 1922

SourCe 8:  Notice showing the 
use of dangerous gunpowder in 
the quarries to get at the slate
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SourCe 9:  images of quarrymen at work, using a pneumatic power 
drill for insertion of an explosive charge (left) and working on a 20-ton 
block of slate rock (right)

g
W

yn
ed

d 
ar

c
h

iv
es

g
W

yn
ed

d 
ar

c
h

iv
es



By 1900 the government tried not interfere in disputes between 
workers and employers. they tried instead to encourage efforts 
to end strikes through peaceful bargaining between unions and 
employers. For example, in 1901 officials at the Board of trade 
urged the government to encourage lord Penrhyn to negotiate 
with the North Wales Quarrymen’s union. the police were 
tasked with keeping the peace as best they could.

SourCe 10: Adapted from the 
history book the British Working 
Class, 1832-1940 by Andrew 
August (2014)

SourCe 11: Nid Oes Bradwr yn y 
Tŷ Hwn [‘there is no traitor in this 
house’] printed and shown in a 
window in every striker’s house
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Foolishness at Bethesda

Quarry officials and workers are escorted to the quarry 
surrounded by groups of four policemen, tasked with 
keeping the peace. 

A mother, boy and baby stand by, each in turn shouting 
Bw!!! (traitor). the Steward remarks; ‘Now officers, that is a 
conspiracy. Summon (arrest) them.’

SourCe 12: Cartoon from the Welsh-language newspaper Papur Pawb (1901)
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SourCe 13: Article by the Penrhyn 
Slate manager, e. A. Young, 
describing the situation at Penrhyn 
Quarry during the 1900-1903 
quarrymen’s strike
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Phoung Sreymom, 23, is a seamstress in Building 32 of the 
massive Canadia industrial Park outside Phnom Penh. She 
lives with her husband and 2-year-old son in a small room with 
concrete floors and a corrugated metal roof, part of a housing 
complex next to the factory where she works. there’s no air 
conditioning or running water, just a metal basin outside for 
washing up. She pays $50 a month for the room and electricity, 
a hefty chunk of her wages.

Sreymom’s regular shift is from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m., six days a 
week. her monthly base pay is $85, and she earns 50¢ for 
each hour of overtime. in a month with lots of overtime she 
and her husband, a day construction worker, can earn about 
$300. Besides the $50 room charge, the family spends $8 a 
day on food—$240 a month. that leaves little to spare, and the 
price of food keeps going up. two years ago, fish cost $2.50 a 
kilogram; today it’s $3.75.

Sreymom hasn’t worked since dec. 25 because she and 
hundreds of thousands of Cambodian garment workers, 
supported by Buddhist monks, joined a union-led strike to raise 
the minimum monthly wage to $160. the strike was the largest 
mass action Cambodia’s garment industry had ever seen. 
Cambodia’s $5 billion garment industry is a fast-growing. the 
value of garment exports surged 22 percent in the first 11 
months of 2013. 

the textile industry is now the largest employer. Workplace 
conditions have deteriorated since 2009, with a greater 
percentage of factories failing to meet safety and health 
standards and pay workers on time, according to a July 2013 
report by the international labour organization. 

SourCe 1:  Bloomberg Business News online, 9 January 9 2014

Poverty anD InequalIty In MoDern caMBoDIa 

Garment workers risk their lives for $160 a month



Bopha lives in Phnom Penh in a rented room which is 2.3 
metres by 3 metres. She has an eight year old son, who lives in 
the village with his grandparents. 

the floor of her room is covered with a plastic sheet and is 
used for cooking during the day and sleeping at night. there is a 
wooden shelf on top where two women sleep. All their bags and 
cases, clothes, pots and pans, a sewing machine, and the toilet 
are in this small space.

Bopha shares this space with four other women. the room 
costs uS$20 a month. the women share the cost of the room 
among themselves. in addition to the rent, they share the cost of 
water and electricity. the toilets in the house are run down, dirty 
and smelly. All workers bathe in front of their rooms, in spaces 
they have covered for some privacy.

the water bill is usually over 15,000 riel (uS$3.66) per month 
per room and tenants share the cost among themselves. While 
workers’ pay 1,500 riel for a jar of water and another 1,500 
riel for one kilowatt of electricity, the actual charge imposed by 
governments is 350 riel per cubic metre54 for water and 650-

850 riel for one kilowatt of electricity. house owners charge 
much more than government rates for water and electricity.
Bopha receives a minimum wage of uS$61 a month. if she 
works overtime and on Sundays, she receives uS$0.43 per 
hour and an additional amount of uS$0.50 (2,000 riel) 
for her evening meal. overtime is usually for two hours but 
occasionally extends to four hours.

SourCe 2: report on living conditions of garment workers in Cambodia 
by the human rights charity Action Aid
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SourCe 3: report in The Guardian, 
uK, 23 January 2014

SourCe 4: Adapted from an article 
on the website of the pressure group 
the Clean Clothes Campaign

last month, some of us will have unwrapped a new scarf, 
some running shoes or perhaps an old fashioned Christmas 
jumper. But few of us in the uK would have been aware that 
on 24 december, thousands of the people who made these 
items were on strike, protesting for better pay. or that less 
than two weeks later, some of them would be dead.

the garment industry is a $5bn (£3bn) a year business for 
Cambodia. the clothes the country makes for high-street 
brands make textiles the country’s largest export. 
trade unions and global brands recently signed a letter 
condemning the (January protest) shootings and calling for 
action, but there’s a wider issue here as well.

the textile industry came to Cambodia because labour is 
cheap relative to other countries, including China. But local 
traders say they fear one false turn could scare off the 
industry – and, with it, jobs and investment.

today, thousands of garment workers in Cambodia will stay 
at home for seven days, as part of a new series of actions 
to demand of a living wage. Workers are calling on major 
clothing buyers like h&M, C&A, Next, tesco, Puma, levi’s, 
GAP and Adidas to take immediate action to ensure an 
increase in the minimum wage. Cambodian workers and their 
unions are demanding an increase in the minimum wage to 
uS $160 per month. 

Clean Clothes Campaign is supporting the workers in their 
demands for:

•	 A minimum wage of $160 per month and the release of 
protesters from prison

•	 the right to be members of trade unions, which can fight 
on their behalf for a living wage and an end to poverty

•	 An end to the persecution of trade unions and workers 
by the Cambodian Garment Manufactures organisation 
(which represents the suppliers of mayor buyers like 
h&M, C&A, Next, tesco, Puma, levi’s GAP and Adidas)



Cambodian security forces fired on garment workers protesting 
in the country’s capital Friday, killing at least three people. 
the workers, who have been demonstrating since last week 
to demand higher wages, clashed with riot and military police 
outside the Canadia industrial park in southwestern Phnom 
Penh, where many garment factories are located.

Protesters threw rocks, used slingshots and made improvised 
barricades by amassing scrap in the middle of the road 
and lighting it on fire. Security forces responded with live 
ammunition rounds, witnesses said. Gunfire rang out in the area.

Chuon Narin, Phnom Penh’s deputy police chief, said three 
people were killed and two others wounded in the clashes. But 
a local human rights group, licadho, said it believed that at least 
four people were killed and dozens more were injured.

Chan dy, a garment worker in the industrial park, said he was 
“very worried because many workers were injured.” At the 
Khmer-Soviet Friendship hospital, where some of those hurt 
were brought, dr. Chin Kosal in the intensive care unit said 
staff members were treating six gunshot victims and one other 
wounded person.

SourCe 5: extracts from a CNN International News report, 3 January 2014

lying on a bed in a bloodied shirt, Keat rady, 20, said she 
was cheering along with protesters in the street Friday 
morning when a bullet came from above and hit her on the 
left side of her upper chest, traveling through the flesh and 
into her left arm.

the government is determined to crush the protests, a major 
challenge to the powerful Prime Minister hun Sen, who has 
ruled for 28 years. the government argue that a minimum 
monthly wage of $160 will harm the economy. however 
politics is also an important reason they want to end the 
protests. the opposition Cambodia National rescue Party 
(CNrP) has been supporting the garment workers and as a 
result becoming more popular in Cambodia.



SourCe 6: Photographs of the protests in Phnom Penh on the Western News 
website Bloomberg Business News, January 3, 2014
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Photograph a  
                                           

Photograph D  
                                           

Photograph B  
                                           

Photograph e 
                                           

Photograph c  
                                           

Photograph F  
                                           

n.B. Photograph a shows how Buddhist monks joined the protest                 



Yean Sothear who had suffered head injuries, told the “the 
workers didn’t want violence. We just wanted to block the 
road … the police attacked us and shot us. Most of the 
workers were injured. My friend went to the nearby hospital, 
but the police ordered them not to treat them—that’s why 
they were angry.” 

labour rights activist, Chhorn Sokha says the soldiers beat 
up everyone. he said “they had sticks, electric batons, 
slingshots and stones. i don’t know how many were hurt, but 
10 people were arrested.” two witnesses claimed they saw 
troops beating a Buddhist monk.

National Military Police spokesman Kheng tito defended the 
use of force. “We’re just doing our jobs. We fear the security 
situation, so we have to crackdown on them. if we allow 
them to continue the strike, later on, it will become messy 
and more complicated to control.”

Chuon Narin, deputy chief of the Phnom Penh Municipal 
Police, blamed “gangsters” and “anarchists” for instigating 
“violence toward the police,” saying “Police are trying to 
defend themselves.”

Municipal Military Police, defended the shooting of workers: 
“We cannot allow them to block the road and we have to 
crack down on them.”

SourCe 7: Account of events in 
the Phnom Penh Post by protesters, 
3 January 2014

SourCe 8: Police statements 
on the events in Phnom Penh, 
3 January 2014



the u.N. human rights Council held a meeting tuesday 
in Geneva to review Cambodia’s human rights record. the 
council criticised Cambodia’s harsh treatment of protesters 
and pushed Cambodia to pass laws to ensure that political 
freedoms are protected.

the review comes at the end of violent month of protests. 
on Jan. 4, the Cambodian government banned protests 
in the capital, Phnom Penh, after a violent crackdown on 
garment worker protests a day earlier in which at least four 
people were killed and dozens were wounded.

Among the issues raised by the u.N. human rights Council 
in Geneva were “recent attacks on activists, union members 
and journalists and violations of freedom of assembly and 
association” and the “recent ban on peaceful assemblies.”

SourCe 9: report on united Nations meeting in Geneva, 
Aljazeera America, 29 January 2014


