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PREFACE


IN March 1998 Dublin Airport was closed for the first time in its history. Thousands of SIPTU members took unofficial action in sympathy with fewer than fifty baggage-handlers, who were fighting for trade union recognition in Ryanair, one of Ireland’s most profitable companies. The revival of the ‘sympathetic strike’ on such a scale seemed an appalling anachronism in a society feeling increasingly at home with ‘social partnership’. The invocation by the strike’s defenders of the lockout of 1913—when perhaps a third of the city’s population starved in a fight over trade union recognition—appeared misleading or irrelevant to many people, and was probably incomprehensible to even more.


There was a time, not so long ago, when the great lockout was not only part of the collective memory of every Dubliner but part of their collective experience. Today trade unions are struggling to redefine their role in society. The development of ‘social partnership’ is part of that process; it has become the dominant model for Irish industrial relations, though the level of involvement by unions and employers at local level is hotly debated. Nevertheless social partnership is widely regarded as one of the fundamental building blocks of Ireland’s remarkable economic growth in the nineteen-nineties, and it has certainly helped to save the trade union movement from the sort of marginalisation that has occurred in many parts of the English-speaking world.


The Dublin Airport dispute was a timely reminder, not just to the trade union movement but to employers and the Government, that social partnership is still a fragile growth. Above all, it showed that its institutions lack the capacity to deal effectively with trade unionists and employers when they behave badly. Such outbursts occur because we all carry bad habits in our baggage, to which we resort when provoked. Whether we like it or not, 1913 is part of that baggage.


The past does not have to be a burden. The sympathetic strike and social partnership are opposite sides of the same coin; both stem from that peculiarly Irish version of syndicalism known as Larkinism.


The main repository of Larkinism today is SIPTU, Ireland’s largest trade union. That is no accident. SIPTU was formed in 1990 from the amalgamation of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union and the Federated Workers’ Union of Ireland, both of which were founded by the author of Larkinism, James Larkin.


The Dublin Airport dispute was only the most dramatic of a series of recognition disputes that punctuated industrial relations in the nineteen-nineties. Most of them involved SIPTU, partly because it has been one of the most active unions in organising the low-paid and weakest elements in the work force; but the SIPTU shop stewards who mobilised thousands of members in support of a handful of badly paid baggage handlers were also responding to Larkin’s most fundamental dictum, ‘An injury to one is the concern of all.’


SIPTU, as a union, was not officially involved. It was bound by national agreements—and the Industrial Relations Act (1990)—not to engage in, or support, unofficial strikes. But its general officers did not disown members at the airport. Indeed not alone SIPTU but the Irish Congress of Trade Unions was able to use the Ryanair dispute, and the eruption of workers’ militancy provoked by the company’s anti-union stance, to significantly improve their bargaining position in negotiations on new legislation in the Government’s High-Level Group on Trade Union Recognition.


That too was in line with the Larkinite heritage. At the heart of Larkinism is the notion that the trade union movement is far more than a vehicle for improving the wages and conditions of workers. Its primary purpose is to create within the very infrastructure of capitalism its successor, socialism. Today Larkin’s dream may seem no nearer than in 1913, but it still exerts a powerful influence. Trade unionists continue to pursue their own radical social and political agenda, convinced that politics is far too serious to be left to politicians. Arguably, social partnership is a more modern and more effective way of exerting industrial muscle and social solidarity on behalf of the weak and the marginalised than ever the sympathetic strike was.


This does not mean that the debate is over. Today supporters and opponents of social partnership within the trade union movement—not to mention the broader left—claim the mantle of 1913. They can do so partly because, at a time when most Irish historical myths are being deconstructed, that of 1913 has remained unsullied. The reason is simple: we have no basic record of what happened. The lockout is frequently referred to, often analysed—usually as a prelude to 1916 and all that—but never described.


Chronologically, 1913 was of course a prelude to 1916 and the triumph of militant nationalism. But to a far greater extent it was a response to a wider and potentially more benign world that beckoned to millions of European workers before they were blasted away by the guns of the First World War. It was an era in which trade unionists, employers and politicians were beginning to debate the internationalisation of capital and its consequences. Issues of globalisation, competition and the social wage are once more at the centre of political dialogue. Hopefully they will remain there long after the ghosts of 1914 have finally been exorcised.


The lockout is also the nearest thing Ireland has ever had to a socialist revolution, and it therefore provides a glimpse of an alternative Ireland that people strove for before competing nationalisms imposed their own social straitjackets, ones that proved immensely durable as well as restrictive. For all these reasons, the lockout deserves to be remembered as more than just an adjunct to other stories of Ireland’s progress towards national statehood.


Of course, trying to disinter the facts from the myth carries its own risks. The myth has survived in large part because it has suited everyone. It gave the moral victory to the workers, while their material defeat underlined the comforting contention of the employers—and other defenders of conservative ideologies—that Larkinism, and by extension socialism, made for good rhetoric but was impractical.


For the most part the lockout was a far shabbier, bloodier and more mundane affair than the myth allows. It was also a much more closely run battle than the myth allows. Above all, it was an unnecessary dispute and probably would not have occurred but for the peculiarly perverse personalities of Larkin and the employers’ leader, William Martin Murphy.


Few of the principals emerge well from this awful episode in Dublin’s history. It was left to what Tom Kettle referred to as the ‘second-class people on both sides’ to pick up the pieces. Of course, individual Dubliners of all classes and creeds, acting on the impulses of common humanity, did what they could to mitigate the worst aspects of the tragedy. So did thousands of workers in Britain who contributed almost £100,000 (the equivalent of £10 million today) to help their locked-out brethren. Nevertheless the lockout raised passions that were by turn sectarian and nationalist. The help from Britain was often resented and, perversely, helped strengthen separatist tendencies within the Irish trade union movement.


I wrote this book from idle intellectual curiosity, but I hope that others might like to learn more from the lockout. Not only does it describe the furnace in which the Dublin working class and Irish industrial relations were forged but it shows what happens when the rich and privileged in any society deny to those less well off their birthright.




PROLOGUE


IN August 1913, all eyes were on the North. Ulster unionists were threatening to resist home rule by force. There had been four days of serious rioting in Derry; one man had been killed and dozens of people injured, some by gunfire. One of those critically wounded was a policeman, shot in the chest by a member of the Orange Order. The British army had been called out to clear the streets.1 An uneasy peace hung over Belfast. Intensive drilling by the Ulster Volunteers kept unionist militants busy and prevented a repeat of the previous year’s pogroms against the Catholic population.


Dublin, by contrast, was enjoying the unusually good weather and anticipating Horse Show Week, the social event of the year. There had been severe industrial unrest; but even the syndicalist leader of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, Jim Larkin, seemed to be taking a summer sabbatical. On 3 August the union opened a new recreation centre for its members at Croydon Park, Fairview, with a ‘Grand Temperance Fête and Children’s Carnival’.2 Larkin was intent on using the leased house and its grounds ‘to interest our people in the culture of vegetables and flowers.’ Later a cow and calf would be purchased, ‘to familiarise the Dublin slum dweller with another side of Irish life.’ There were playing-pitches and a boxing-ring.3 The union had also bought the head offices it had been renting in Beresford Place on the city’s quays, close to the work-place of the dockers who made up the core of its membership. The dilapidated Royal Victoria Hotel cost the union £5,500; it was renamed Liberty Hall.4 It remained to be seen whether these new acquisitions and the easing of industrial strife were signs of incipient respectability or a mere pause in the onward march of labour.


Dublin’s middle classes expected that life would be different, and hopefully better, once the home rule assembly was established in the old Parliament House in College Green. With a nationalist renaissance in the offing, Ireland’s deposed capital was, for once, a more contented part of the British Empire than either Belfast or Derry. The Derry riots had indeed been a sinister reminder of the different political topography of Ulster, and of the sectarian undertow that threatened to suck the whole country into civil war over the home rule issue.


Long promised by the British Liberal Party, some limited measure of self-government had seemed imminent since the second general election of 1910. Asquith’s Liberal administration had clung to power only with the support of its Irish allies at Westminster, and now they must be rewarded.


The Protestant and unionist people of Ulster had no intention of accepting home rule. They threatened to resist the measure by force, on the grounds that they represented a majority of the population in the province. But Derry, the second-largest city in Ulster and one that had played a historic role in defending Protestantism in the past, had been captured by the nationalists. In a by-election early in 1913 the Irish Party had triumphed, by the tightest of margins, and now the province was represented in the House of Commons by seventeen MPs who supported home rule and only sixteen unionists. It was a cogent reminder that in the nine counties of Ulster there was in fact a small Catholic and nationalist majority.


Given the overlapping political and religious affiliations of the population, sectarian tensions had inevitably run high. The previous summer an attack by members of the Ancient Order of Hibernians on an outing for Presbyterian schoolchildren in Castledawson, County Down, had resulted in the most serious pogroms Belfast had seen for many years and in the mass expulsion of Catholic workers from the city’s shipyards and factories. In September 1912, 250,000 Ulster Protestants signed the Solemn League and Covenant, pledging their lives to defend the union with Britain. They included 2,000 Protestants resident in Dublin, all of whom first had to prove they had been born in Ulster.5


*


This was a reminder that Dublin had its own unionist community. In fact it had the largest concentration of Protestants in the country outside Belfast. Altogether there were 92,328 living in Dublin city and county, and they dominated banking, the railway companies, and the larger manufacturing enterprises, such as Guinness’s and Jacob’s, as well as the higher professions. They had a smaller but significant presence in the lower social strata, comprising 16 per cent of the white-collar and manual work force. Well over half the Protestant workers in Dublin were clerks, sales assistants, or craftsmen. Soldiering was the only unskilled occupation in Dublin dominated by Protestants; however, most of the 3,100 soldiers hailed from across the Irish Sea.


While generally considered conservative in outlook, Protestants comprised 42 per cent of the skilled workers in Inchicore, site of the city’s rail and tramway works. The district was a labour stronghold, and many of its skilled Protestant workers must have voted for socialist candidates in the municipal elections, even though most of the latter were devout Catholics.


There remained of course a strong Orange undercurrent. Lord Ardilaun aimed his Evening Telegraph at Protestant workers, and many were members of the City and County Dublin Conservative Workingmen’s Club in York Street. In some streets, figurines of King Billy in the fanlight were almost as common as the Child of Prague. But it was a community in decline. Only in the middle-class townships in the southern suburbs, such as Rathmines, Pembroke, and Kingstown (Dún Laoghaire), did unionism remain a political force to be reckoned with. Just over half of Dublin’s Protestants had fled the disease-infested metropolis for the suburbs, and they now constituted 27 per cent of the population of County Dublin.6


The most distinguished member of this beleaguered community was Sir Edward Carson, leader of the Unionists in the House of Commons. He may have spent the previous two years as a sort of political shuttlecock—part plenipotentiary, part rabble-rouser—hurtling between London and Ulster, but he represented that bastion of Protestant privilege, Trinity College, Dublin. He was a ‘liberal Unionist’: in other words, Toryism was not his spiritual home; however, he had no intention of being governed by nationalists of any hue.


Thirty years earlier Carson had built a reputation at the bar as a relentless Crown prosecutor. ‘Coercion Carson’ was the name given him during the Land Wars. The Conservative government of the day had been delighted to have a man whom no threats from Fenians, or public denunciations by home rulers (often the same people in those days), could deter from doing his duty. One of his legal opponents was John Redmond, who, as leader of the Irish Party at Westminster, had now become his antagonist once more. They never allowed political differences to affect their feelings of mutual respect; but there were younger, sharper men coming up on both sides who had no time for anything that smacked of compromise, including civilised behaviour towards one’s opponents.


Since the early eighteen-nineties, Carson had been based in London, performing on the larger stage of the English bar. His most famous court victory had been over his Trinity contemporary Oscar Wilde in the Queensbury libel case. Like many southern unionists, Carson would find that the increasingly bitter political conflicts of the coming decade would make him a stranger in his native city; but until 1912 he had successfully combined the undemanding task of representing Trinity College in Parliament with a glittering legal career. It was his ability as an advocate that led to the invitation from unionists to lead them at Westminster, and by the following year he had been hailed as the saviour of Ulster. The death of his first wife in April made the task of defending the Union, which he described as ‘the guiding star’ of his political life, less a burden than a distraction from his grief.7 Dour, ruthless, and charming, Carson mesmerised the Orange masses. ‘His tall body, his rather brutal face, the dark eyes brooding over the long jaw and heavy chin, put one in mind of a pirate … or was it a puritan? Or both?’ a contemporary wondered.8


Violence, or at least the threat of violence, was the basis of Carson’s defence of the Union. He understood its political value well from his days as a Crown prosecutor in the Land Wars. He had won the apparently unconditional support of his Tory allies in England for this somewhat alarming stance; they were only too happy to obtain any stick with which to beat the Liberals for allowing David Lloyd George to introduce the ‘people’s budget’ in 1909, and then removing the legislative veto of the House of Lords when they sought to block it. Carson warned the Liberal administration that any attempt to impose home rule on Ulster would meet with far sterner resistance than that of their lordships. The Tory leader, Bonar Law, predicted with some relish that using force against the Ulstermen was far more likely to result in British government ministers being lynched in Whitehall than loyal Ulstermen being shot by soldiers in the streets of Belfast. To be on the safe side, Carson had established the Ulster Volunteer Force in January 1913; by August they were 85,000 strong and willing to fight, if only they could obtain guns.


For the first time, an Irish leader, and a unionist at that, had made the advocacy of physical force respectable, potent, and therefore politically profitable. It was an odd vocation for a lawyer, and even odder that advanced nationalists and labour men should now regard him as a role model, even a hero, whose tactics should be emulated. It was fitting, if ironic, that Carson had revolutionary forebears. He was descended on his mother’s side from John Lambert, one of Cromwell’s most ardently anti-monarchist generals, who played a leading role in pacifying Ireland in the seventeenth century and was imprisoned for life by King Charles II after the Restoration.


*


In 1913, militarism was in the air, not just in Ireland but throughout Europe. Conscription was seen not as a burden to be avoided but as a badge of citizenship.9 In Britain, where large standing armies were frowned on, young men volunteered for weekend soldiering with the Territorial Army, training to defend their country should it ever be threatened with war. The British military establishment baulked at the idea of extending the Territorial system to Ireland; but one of the first measures of the new Liberal administration in 1906 had been to end a 25-year embargo on the importing of arms into Ireland. It says much about the ambivalence of nationalists towards political violence that it was John Redmond who had campaigned for this confidence-building measure; it says even more about the confused state of Irish politics that it was Carson and the UVF who first availed of the change in the law.


It was inevitable that nationalists, inspired by Carson’s example, would follow with their own Irish Volunteers by the end of the year. But before they could do so, Jim Larkin, publicly citing Carson’s example, would establish his own workers’ militia in order to wage class war. Not only were militarism, nationalism and unionism (arguably a variant of nationalism) in the air but also socialism and its twin, syndicalism. The Irish Citizen Army was thus a manifestation of both the wider infatuation with militarism that was sweeping Ireland and something very different. It would evolve into a body that was by turns socialist, nationalist, and internationalist. And it was to be all three in a uniquely Dublin way.


*


One did not have to look far to find the causes of labour militancy in Dublin. At the beginning of the twentieth century Dubliners shared little of the confidence and municipal pride that existed among even the poorest working-class denizens of other cities, including Belfast. For one thing, while the middle class built the magnificent municipal palaces of such cities as Manchester, Birmingham, and Belfast, their Dublin counterparts abandoned the capital for its more salubrious suburbs with their lower rates. The working class had been left in possession of the city’s festering heart. Theirs was still an eighteenth-century metropolis, with all the opulence, poverty and filth that this entailed. An English visitor, James Johnson, wrote in 1844: ‘Dublin—rent and split—worm-eaten, mouldering, patched and plastered—unsightly to the eye, unsavoury to the taste, and not very grateful to the olfactories—here there is but one step from magnificence to misery, from the splendid palace to the squalid hovel.’10 Seventy years had changed little. In 1913 another English visitor, the Westminster Gazette correspondent Arnold Wright, described the stench more delicately as the ‘scents which are not those of Araby.’


One reason the city still stank was that no adequate system of sewerage had been installed, though a supply of fresh water was now pumped from Dartry reservoir. Taps and water-closets galore had been installed in houses and courtyards, but the sewerage system was totally inadequate to the task of carrying away the resultant waste. A faecal sediment impregnated the city’s subsoil, and its distinct smell complemented that of social decay and economic stagnation. Even Wright, who was reputedly paid £500 by the city’s employers to record their version of the lockout, wrote scathingly that ‘the Gothic pinnacles of St. Patrick’s Cathedral … look directly down upon the quarter of the Coombe where the degradation of human kind is carried to a point of abjectness beyond that reached in any city of the Western world, save perhaps Naples.’ Hard by O’Connell Bridge, ‘with its really magnificent vista of soaring monuments and magnificent buildings, is a maze of streets physically and morally foul.’ For all that, Wright found Dublin ‘a likeable city’. It was a common reaction of visitors.11


It is hard today to visualise the teeming, lurching tenements and poverty-ridden streetscapes of the early years of the twentieth century. The premier cause of poverty, as everyone recognised, was lack of employment. There was a vast surplus of labour, especially unskilled labour. The eminent historian and social scientist D. A. Chart estimated at the time of the lockout that


24,000 men, more than a quarter of the adult male population, were engaged in unskilled labour. As regards wages, naturally unskilled labour occupied an unfavourable position. The average wage was about 18s. a week, and even so low a figure as 15s. or 16s. had been recorded.12


Chart pointed out that a worker on 18s a week


could not afford to pay more than 2s. 6d. or 3s. a week for the rent of his dwelling. Decent accommodation fit for the inhabitation of a family could not be commercially supplied for this figure. The labouring man, therefore, in Dublin was driven to adopt the same policy with housing as he did with other necessities—the adaptation to his own use of the second-hand possessions discarded by his richer fellow-citizens. The great mansions of the eighteenth century aristocracy, forsaken by the class which designed them, had been occupied in quite a different manner … Instead of one family occupying a ten-roomed house, there was a family in every room.


Chart provides a typical budget of a ‘labouring household’ as follows:


Rent, 2s. 6d.; fuel and light, 2s.; bread, 4s.; tea, 9d.; sugar, 8d.; milk (usually condensed), 6d.; butter (dripping, margarine), 1s. 6d.; potatoes or other vegetables, 1s.; meat, fish, bacon etc., 2s.; leaving a balance of 3s. 1d.13


The health problems of a poor diet and the social stress caused by overcrowding were compounded by the refuge many tenement inhabitants, particularly men, found in the comparative comfort of the pub. Alcoholism was rampant.


Like their homes, the working class obtained their clothes from the cast-offs of the well-off.


Husband and wife probably wore second-hand clothes purchased in Little Mary Street or elsewhere for a few shillings. The children went hatless and barefoot, and were frequently dressed in the worn-out clothes of their parents, rudely cut down to fit, thus producing that characteristic figure, the street child with its tousled head, its bare legs, and the quaintly fluttering rags of its wardrobe.


Chart thought it a ‘standing wonder’ that families could survive in such conditions; and yet he found that the Dublin working class ‘exhibited to a marked degree the social virtues of kindness, cheerfulness and courtesy.’ They were also ‘deeply religious, if prone to trades unionism … rather of the militant than the provident type.’14


Men worked long hours for subsistence wages. A coal-carter, for instance, might have to work fifty to sixty hours a week to earn 16s. In contrast, the coal he transported was dear. Horrified at the poverty he had encountered, Chart proposed a modest short-term measure to alleviate it. He suggested that if the price of coal was increased by 1¼d per ton, or 0.35 per cent, and the entire amount passed on to the carters, their wages could be increased from 16s to 20s a week, or 25 per cent.15 Similar modest price rises could have a similar effect in other employments.


The notion cut little ice with the employers, or with middle-class consumers. Chart made his observations at a meeting of the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Dublin on 6 March 1914; this was less than a month after the collapse of the lockout. Father Thomas Finlay SJ responded to Chart’s suggestion by saying that ‘if it paid the employers of Dublin to give higher wages they would give them.’ However, he thought that an increase of 1¼d on a bag of coal would be ‘burthensome’ to the consumer and might even undermine the economy.


The public were not given to acts of generosity of this kind on a large scale. They thought charity was charity, and business was business, and the law of business, as they understood it, was always to purchase in the cheapest market.16


He could have added that, having just fought a bitter five-month battle to smash trade unions, the employers were hardly going to increase the men’s wages by 25 per cent on the whim of an interfering do-gooder. There had been more than enough such people making a nuisance of themselves during the dispute itself.


Perhaps the most striking aspect of the exchange between Chart and Finlay was how little the cataclysmic events of the previous few months had affected the attitudes of many of the well-off. They had vanquished the twin-headed beast of Socialism and Syndicalism and did not wish to be bothered by its sociological death rattle.


*


In Dublin at that time, socialism and syndicalism were synonymous, largely because the leading exponent of both was Jim Larkin, general secretary of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. By 1913 the term ‘Larkinism’ had become a catch-all to denote syndicalism, socialism, and any manifestation of either—most notably the sympathetic strike. This was because Larkin had used the sympathetic strike tactic to considerable effect to win improved pay and working conditions for the unskilled. It is estimated that his industrial blitzkrieg raised the pay of unskilled workers who joined the ITGWU by between 20 and 25 per cent in the first eight months of 1913. If so, it did little more than restore their purchasing power to what it had been at the turn of the century.17 This fact would not have surprised Larkin. He accepted that strikes were a weapon of limited value. His real aim, one he repeatedly proclaimed to his followers, was the creation of ‘One Big Union’. Such an organisation would have the industrial and political muscle to bring down capitalism and replace it with a co-operative industrial democracy.


Even stripped of its political baggage, the sympathetic strike had tipped the balance of forces in Dublin’s industrial arena from the employers to the employed. Traditionally, employers had used the vast reservoir of labour to replace workers who were truculent or strike-prone. Larkin’s great achievement had been to persuade thousands of unskilled workers to subscribe to the principle that an injury to one was an injury to all. If the unemployed refused to ‘scab’, by taking the jobs of those on strike, and if workers in other firms refused to handle the ‘tainted’ goods of the strikebound employer, then the victory of the strikers was assured. In the first six months of 1913 Larkin had given his most powerful demonstration yet of the power he had harnessed. The worst dispute that spring had been at the City of Dublin Steam Packet Company. A three-month battle ended in the firm’s Dublin dockers winning similar rates of pay to those of their counterparts in Liverpool. That was in April. By May six other shipping lines in the port had agreed to the same terms, with ‘constant men’ earning 30s for a sixty-hour week. This was an increase of 25 per cent for some dockers.18


Altogether, between 29 January and 14 August 1913 there were thirty major disputes in Dublin, most of them involving the ITGWU. They included strikes at three of the biggest coal merchants in Dublin, Tedcastle McCormick, Heiton and Company, and S. N. Robinson; one at the main ironfounders, J. and C. McGloughlin; and another at Jacob’s biscuit factory. In the lockout all these companies would be among Larkin’s most implacable enemies.19


But that was in the future. On 8 July the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Lorcan Sherlock, called together representatives of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce and Dublin Trades Council to discuss how a system of conciliation could be created to reduce the number of strikes in the city.20


Sherlock was a leading member of the United Irish League, the political machine of John Redmond’s Irish Party, which dominated the city council. Though Sherlock was only a tobacconist, he was representative of the powerful shopkeepers’ and publicans’ lobby within the UIL. He also had close personal links with the more moderate elements on the trades council, and his conciliation scheme was known to have the discreet backing of the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Dr William Walsh, who was widely respected by trade unionists and employers alike. Sadly, Dr Walsh was not in good health and was to spend much of the summer in France. The redoubtable William Martin Murphy, a firm opponent of Larkinism, was president of the Chamber of Commerce, but he too was ill for much of that summer. His absence from council meetings may have helped make other members more amenable to the Lord Mayor’s peace initiative. In the week before the Horse Show the Chamber of Commerce selected its nominees to represent the employers on the conciliation board, and the Trades Council was planning to appoint its members shortly.21 Even James Larkin seemed enthusiastic about the scheme.


*


By the summer of 1913, Larkin was thirty-nine years old and at the height of his power and influence. He had been born in the Liverpool slums of Irish parents from County Armagh. The family were part of the great post-Famine diaspora. Larkin left school at thirteen to help support the family, following the death of his father from tuberculosis. Larkin competed for work with other sons of the poor. At one stage he stowed away on a ship to South America in search of adventure as well as employment. On his discovery he was put to work as a fireman, and then placed in irons for demanding decent wages and conditions for the crew. He returned to Liverpool and became a foreman on the docks. He was a teetotaller and, like many early socialists, vehemently denounced the evils of drink. Though reared as a Catholic, he married Elizabeth Brown, the daughter of a Baptist lay preacher who managed a local cocoa bar. Characteristically, in choosing a wife Larkin did not allow himself to be bound by traditional sectarian constraints.


A socialist even before he became a trade union activist, Larkin had, like thousands of other workers, reached instinctively for an alternative to the obvious evils of capitalism. While on trial years later for treason in the United States he told the court:


At an early age I took my mind to this question of the age—why are the many poor? It was true to me. I don’t know whether the light of God or the light of humanity or the light of my own intelligence brought it to me, but it came to me like a flash. The thing was wrong because the basis of society was wrong.22


As with most socialists of his generation, the staple of Larkin’s political education had been attending public meetings, reading pamphlets, and debating with friends. But, unlike many of his contemporaries, he did not reject his religion, or regard it merely as a totem of capitalist hegemony. He insisted that the children of his mixed marriage be reared as Catholics, and he was himself a member of the Catholic Socialist Society. This small organisation had been set up by an émigré Irish activist, John Wheatley, in Glasgow. It played a significant and largely unacknowledged role in winning many immigrant Irish workers to the cause of labour.23


Larkin at first regarded trade unionism as ancillary to politics in the struggle for workers’ power. The Liverpool docks strike of 1905 changed all that. Though a foreman, he became heavily involved in the dispute, and was sacked as a ringleader. His organising talents were then channelled into the National Union of Dock Labourers, whose general secretary, James Sexton, recruited Larkin as a lieutenant. Sexton was also the son of Irish immigrants, a Catholic and a socialist. There the similarities ended. Sexton was much older than Larkin. While he had dabbled in Fenianism in his youth, he was by nature cautious and methodical. His socialism was of the peculiarly conservative kind to be found among many members of the British labour movement who came of Irish Catholic stock. Within four years the two men were to become sworn enemies; but in his memoirs Sexton could still recall Larkin having ‘an energy that was almost superhuman … Nothing could frighten Jim.’ In the general election of 1906 Sexton stood as a candidate for the West Toxteth constituency in Liverpool; Larkin acted as his election agent and campaign manager. ‘It was largely owing to Larkin’s overwhelming labour that we reduced a Tory majority to five hundred, but I would rather not give an opinion on some of the methods he adopted,’ Sexton wrote in his memoirs.24


Within two years, Larkin had breathed new life into the NUDL in Scotland and had been sent to Belfast to work the same miracle there. He soon had the city at a standstill and managed to unite Catholic and Protestant workers in a successful pursuit of better pay and conditions. He followed his Ulster triumph by expanding NUDL membership in the south of Ireland. Unfortunately his aggressive tactics, disregard for head office instructions and readiness to spend union funds on strike pay landed him in serious trouble.


At the end of 1908 Larkin was suspended. He decided to appeal over the heads of the NUDL leadership to the union’s Irish members, and established his own union in January 1909, the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. The addition of the word ‘General’ was apparently a suggestion of William O’Brien. The president of the ‘progressive branch’ of the Amalgamated Society of Tailors in Dublin, O’Brien was one of the younger generation of Dublin trade unionists converted to syndicalism and the aggressive ‘new unionism’, of which Larkin was now the leading exponent in Ireland.25


But the addition of the word ‘General’ to the union’s title also reflected Larkin’s syndicalist aim of building ‘One Big Union’. As it happened, most contemporaries insisted on referring to the new body as the Transport Union. It quickly became a byword for militancy.


*


Sexton was not finished with his rebellious subordinate. He sought the return of NUDL funds, claiming that Larkin had ‘misappropriated’ significant sums to finance an unofficial strike by Cork dockers in the summer of 1908. When Larkin and some of his supporters were subsequently charged with fraudulent conversion, Sexton appeared as a witness for the prosecution. It was his testimony that secured Larkin’s conviction.


The victory was a pyrrhic one. Sentenced to a year’s imprisonment by what Larkin castigated as ‘a jury of employers’, he was immediately adopted by the trade union movement as a victim of capitalist oppression. This was deeply embarrassing to the more conservative elements within Irish trade unionism. Representatives of the old craft unions, outraged by Larkin’s activities and apprehensive of an influx of unskilled workers into the movement under the leadership of this syndicalist wild man, had vigorously opposed the admission of the ITGWU to the Irish Trades Union Congress. The ITUC was a rather toothless imitation of the British TUC; nevertheless it was Irish labour’s national forum, and moderates within the movement hoped it would assume greater significance once home rule had been granted. Larkin’s ITGWU would jeopardise the respectability of the Congress; but his transformation into a martyr made continued opposition to ITGWU affiliation impossible. The Dublin Trades Council had launched a campaign for Larkin’s release immediately after his conviction. Three months later the well-meaning and humane Lord Lieutenant, Lord Aberdeen, conceded their demand. Larkin was greeted on his release with a great torchlight procession through the city.26


How far Larkin’s revolt against the NUDL was premeditated is hard to tell. He had certainly come to love Ireland, and especially Dublin, during his brief sojourn in the country. He must also have been attracted by the city’s revolutionary potential and the opportunity it provided to spread his syndicalist gospel, uninhibited by more cautious counsels. And, unlike the more radical elements within Irish nationalism, he saw the role of Dublin’s working class as the tinder that would ignite not only Ireland’s revolution but that of Britain’s workers as well.


Larkin’s greatest asset was not his organising ability, considerable though that was, but his power as an orator. It was an era of great oratory, and the open-air public meeting was a significant source of free entertainment and education as well as political and social mobilisation. As a speaker, Larkin’s power lay in his ability to establish an emotional bond with his audience rather than to persuade them by force of argument. He played on his listeners’ grievances, which were many, and contrasted their abject state with the moral grandeur of their future, if they had the courage to seize it. He quickly became ‘the idol of the Dublin working classes.’27


By the beginning of 1912 the ITGWU had over 18,000 members, and Larkin’s allies—partly through the tactical expertise of the tailors’ leader, William O’Brien—had seized control of both the ITUC and Dublin Trades Council.28 O’Brien was president of the ITUC and vice-president of the more strategically significant Trades Council. Larkin now dominated the industrial life of the city like a new messiah. And, as a messiah, he attracted adulation and hatred in almost equal measure. Among his messianic traits was a tendency to be overbearing and arrogant. He was an impossible chairman of meetings because of his constant interruptions, and when he had disagreements with fellow trade unionists they often became personalised. Of course employers too felt the lash of his tongue. And though he frequently overstepped the bounds of decency and truth, he rarely apologised.


Iron-willed though he was, like most messianic figures Larkin was also subject to alternate moods of elation and profound depression. During the three-month battle with the City of Dublin Steam Packet Company, the ITGWU’s Belfast organiser, James Connolly, told O’Brien that Larkin was ‘looking and feeling bad … and if the strain is not eased soon, I fear he will break down mentally and physically.’ But Connolly could also depict his union boss as a bully ‘forever snarling at me’ and ‘consumed with jealousy and hatred of anyone who will not cringe to him.’ After two years with the ITGWU Connolly confessed: ‘I am sick of this playing to one man, but I am prepared to advise it for the sake of the movement.’ By the time this last letter was written, in September 1913, O’Brien too was having doubts about Larkin. However, he also kept them to himself ‘for the sake of the movement.’29


Another of Larkin’s collaborators, the revolutionary nationalist and feminist leader Maud Gonne, an exotic political animal in her own right, summed up the Liverpool Irishman well. ‘Larkin has wonderful magnetic influence on the crowd,’ she wrote to a friend, ‘but I fear he is too vain and too jealous and too untruthful to make a really great leader.’30


However, these were members of a knowledgeable, and perhaps jealous, elite. The great mass of Dublin workers, and many more who had seen him in action, from Aberdeen to Cork and from Leith to Derry, viewed Larkin very differently. Over forty years later one of them could still write that ‘this man, so great, so unselfish, so apostolic will live forever in the hearts and minds of those who knew him … and all he did to bring security and decency and honour to a class that never knew of these things until Jim Larkin came.’31


*


Some contemporaries took a more detached view of Larkin and Larkinism. One of these was Tom Kettle, the former Irish Party MP for East Tyrone. Though widely regarded as the ablest of the younger generation of constitutional nationalists, he suffered bouts of melancholia, fuelled by alcohol as well as the country’s depressing political state. He had given up politics to become professor of national economics at the Royal University in Dublin. It was a more congenial task for this affable sceptic—and a worrying sign that fighting Ireland’s battles in Parliament had lost its appeal for younger patriots. Kettle saw Larkinism as no more than another twist in the evolving spiral of industrial relations. He believed that it could, and would, be tamed. Its more vociferous opponents he characterised as alarmists predicting that it would lead to ‘a sort of blood-stained Bedlam, the plans of which have already been prepared by a number of unpronounceable foreign, and unspeakable home agitators, hideously devoted to the hideous cult of Syndicalism.’ Lamentably, discussion of this cult had become ‘the talk of the railway train, the club smoke room and the golf links, that is to say the three foci of middle class civilisation.’ Like Chart, Kettle’s only wonder was that labour was not more discontented at its lot.32


Unfortunately, Kettle’s characterisation of the middle-class reaction to syndicalism proved all too accurate. An unprecedented wave of industrial unrest had generated this hysterical reaction. Not only Ireland and Britain were affected by the sympathetic strike but North America and Europe also, from Bourbon Spain to Tsarist Russia. In many of these countries the strike wave had been accompanied by specific political demands, as well as economic ones.


In Britain the rise of industrial militancy was accompanied by the growing electoral strength of the Labour Party. Lloyd George, the leader of the radical wing of the Liberal Party, argued that ‘Syndicalism and Socialism are … two totally different things.’ He ventured to think that ‘the microbe of Socialism … may be a very beneficent one.’ Lloyd George himself championed many ‘socialist’ demands, such as old-age pensions and a national minimum wage. He was of course trying to convince British workers that if they wanted to see the more positive aspects of socialism implemented without the mayhem of social revolution, they should keep voting Liberal. It remained to be seen whether they would heed his advice.


Meanwhile there was no denying the mayhem. Between the last era of industrial unrest in the early eighteen-nineties and 1909 the number of workers involved in strikes in the United Kingdom had hovered between 200,000 and 300,000 a year. But in 1910 the number jumped to over 515,000. In 1911 the number of workers taking industrial action was almost 962,000, and in 1912 it soared to 1.46 million. The Board of Trade’s expert, F. H. McLeod, said there had ‘never before been a series of three consecutive years … marked by such widespread industrial unrest.’


There were signs that the worst was over by 1913. The number of workers involved in strikes that year fell below 689,000, and the number of production days lost was 12 million, compared with a record 42 million in 1912. But the potential for serious renewed conflict in important sectors such as the railways, docks and manufacturing remained. Even before Dublin erupted, many feared that 1913 was simply a lull in the storm.


The reason for the militant upsurge in Britain had as much to do with economic conditions as the machinations of syndicalists. Prices had risen by 10 per cent since 1906, while wages had stagnated because of high unemployment. By 1910 unemployment among trade unionists, the only rate recorded in those days, had dropped to 2½ per cent, and workers’ confidence had returned.33 A similar pattern had emerged in Dublin, but its effect was muffled by the huge army of unemployed.


If Dublin had escaped the worst excesses of syndicalism, it was no thanks to Larkin. While his name may not have been foreign, he came from Liverpool, and that was even worse in the eyes of many. In 1913 Dublin and Liverpool were in most respects much closer neighbours than they are today. Even before the Famine of the eighteen-forties Liverpool had been the first landfall in England for thousands of Irish emigrants. It had a huge Irish population, and it shared with Dublin some of the worst poverty indices of the time. Indeed the two cities were like desperately poor provincial twins at the heart of the British Empire. And yet for the increasingly influential Irish-Ireland movement, keen to seek out the nation’s ancient folk roots, the similarities between Dublin and Liverpool were a constant reminder of the threat industrialisation posed to the nationalist identity of Ireland’s capital. Dublin may have been the seat of British power in Ireland for seven hundred years and therefore the most Anglicised part of the country—far more Anglicised than ‘loyal’ Ulster—but to Irish-Irelanders it was never British. They were revolted at the thought that the most beautiful and degraded capital city in the British Empire could sink imperceptibly to the same level as Liverpool.


For Irish-Irelanders, therefore, Larkin embodied everything that was most objectionable about British rule. He was the son of dispossessed emigrants returning to preach the brotherhood of man, a doctrine they associated with the cultural impoverishment that British capitalism brought in its wake. What was more, he used his alien socialist ideas to justify pay increases that undermined the competitiveness of native capitalism. It was no wonder that one of Irish-Ireland’s most consistent champions, Arthur Griffith, denounced Larkin’s ‘English-made’ strike weapon in his newspaper, Sinn Féin. Griffith warned readers against ‘doctrinaires whose ultimate message to man is to give up his God, his country, his family and his property and be happy.’34


For once, moderate home rulers could agree with Griffith’s analysis. By harping on class warfare and the evils of Irish capitalism, Larkin was contradicting their own claim that, but for a few recalcitrant Ulstermen, Ireland was a united nation yearning for the contentment that self-government would bring. What made Larkin’s socialist diatribes even more annoying was that the Irish Party had to be careful about how it rebutted them. It needed not alone the good will of the Liberal administration but that of the forty Labour MPs to secure the passing of the Home Rule Bill. Even Dublin unionists had reason to dislike Larkin. Many of them were employers, and most of the rest were ‘well to do’. Larkin’s claim to support the notion of a home rule parliament in College Green, albeit one where the voice of the working class would be uppermost, also fanned their antipathy.


Despite the host of enemies Larkin had accumulated in Dublin, differences within the nationalist camp, and differences between nationalist and unionist, had so far prevented them from uniting effectively against him. In August 1913 most of the city’s employers seemed to accept that the Lord Mayor’s proposed conciliation system offered the best means of containing the Larkinite threat. It was Larkin’s decision to organise one of the city’s largest enterprises, the Dublin United Tramways Company, that inadvertently gave his enemies an issue on which they could come together and reverse his run of victories.




Part I


Stars in Their Courses


[image: image]




1


AT twenty to ten on the morning of Tuesday 26 August 1913 the trams stopped running in Dublin. Striking conductors and drivers pinned the Red Hand badge of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union on their lapels and abandoned their vehicles. Dublin’s transport system came to a halt.1


It had been feared for some time that the union might choose the first day of the Dublin Horse Show to take action. That very morning the Irish Times expressed concern that ‘a rumoured dislocation of the city traffic by a strike among the servants of the Dublin United Tramways Company’ might cast a ‘cloud on the horizon.’ This was most unfortunate, thought the Times, because everyone predicted that Horse Show Week would be an enormous success in 1913. It had been a glorious summer, with eight weeks of almost unbroken sunny weather, and the forecast was excellent. Improvements to the show-jumping arena in Ballsbridge promised to increase the enjoyment of participants, judges and spectators alike. Most important of all, a record number of foreign visitors was expected. Steamship companies said they were having difficulty accommodating the demand from first-class travellers, and the Times reported hotels turning away hundreds of disappointed guests. Unfortunately, the Horse Show appeared to be dogged by misfortune. In 1912 there had been an outbreak of foot and mouth disease that caused some events to be cancelled, and in 1911 attendances plummeted because of a rail strike that crippled train services throughout Ireland and Britain.


If the trams stopped this year, the fifty miles of track that linked Dublin with the middle-class suburbs of Clontarf, Rathmines, Blackrock and Kingstown (Dún Laoghaire) would be idle. In the circumstances it was reasonable for a liberal unionist newspaper like the Irish Times to warn prospective strikers that, whatever legitimate grievances they might have, they could only arouse the public’s hostility if they pursued their threatened course of action. But reasonableness was a quality that would be noticeably lacking in the industrial convulsion that was about to engulf Dublin. It was certainly not a characteristic of the two great protagonists in the coming struggle, Larkin and the rather ascetic chairman of the Dublin United Tramways Company, William Martin Murphy.


*


Murphy was the antithesis of the flamboyant Larkin. He was a private man who was instinctively repelled by the sort of public notoriety in which Larkin revelled. Time spent with his family and sailing his 25-foot yacht Eva were Murphy’s favourite forms of recreation. This did not mean he was a recluse. He had been the first captain of Milltown Golf Club and president of Rathmines and Rathgar Musical Society. He was also one of that peculiar breed of Irish businessmen who managed to combine extreme personal piety with utter ruthlessness in their commercial dealings. One admirer described him as a man ‘who blends the milk of human kindness with an unswerving rectitude of conduct.’2 A fellow Home Rule MP and long-time political ally, P. A. Chance, put it more pungently when he described Murphy as a man who carried a copy of the Companies Act in one hand and The Imitation of Christ in the other.3


Murphy was born in Bantry, County Cork, in 1847, the son of a small builder. He was educated by the Jesuits at Belvedere College in Dublin. His mother died when he was four, and at seventeen he had to abandon his studies and take over the family firm, following the sudden death of his father. He quickly showed an entrepreneurial talent rare for Ireland in that era and developed an expertise in constructing light rail and tramway systems. Ireland was full of cheap labour, and Murphy had the wit to pay well: he recognised that a well-fed labourer could work much harder than a hungry one. His marriage to Mary Julia Lombard happily furthered his career. She was the daughter of one of Cork’s leading capitalists, James Fitzgerald Lombard, who had extensive investments in property, retailing, and railways. When Dublin’s tram companies amalgamated to form the DUTC in 1880 it was under Lombard’s chairmanship. Murphy succeeded his father-in-law in 1899 and ran the company until his own death in 1919. By then he had accumulated a fortune of over £250,000, had built railways and tramway systems in Britain, South America, and West Africa, and owned or was a director of many Irish enterprises, including Clery’s department store, the Imperial Hotel and the Metropole Hotel in Dublin’s premier thoroughfare, Sackville Street (O’Connell Street). But his primary interest remained the transport industry and ancillary enterprises such as electrical engineering and power generation. Partly through his father-in-law’s influence, his role evolved from building railways to owning them. His early directorships were on light provincial lines, such as the West Clare Railway (immortalised in Percy French’s song ‘Are You Right There, Michael?’). But by 1904 Murphy had joined the board of the Great Southern and Western Railway, the principal railway company of Ireland. It represented a form of apotheosis in the Irish business world, for its chairman was Sir William Goulding, reputedly the richest businessman in the south of Ireland, after the head of the Guinness dynasty, Lord Iveagh.


Murphy reached the pinnacle of success with his election as vice-president of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce in 1911 and president the following year. His political stock in the business community rose considerably when he co-operated with Goulding in defeating an ITGWU strike at the GSWR with an early application of the lockout tactic. That was in 1911, and as a result of the year’s labour troubles he founded the Dublin Employers’ Federation. The lockout would ensure that the railway workers played a rather subdued role in the troubles of 1913.


However, the Dublin Employers’ Federation itself fell moribund, as Murphy’s attention was diverted by other issues. As president of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce he hosted meetings of the Association of Chambers of Commerce of the United Kingdom and the British Chambers in Foreign Countries during 1912. On a more practical note, he lobbied vigorously on behalf of the Chamber of Commerce against British government efforts to foist the more extravagant aspects of Lloyd George’s social and health insurance schemes on Ireland. He argued that this would impose an unfair and disproportionate burden on the Irish taxpayer. He also led opposition to a proposal to build an art gallery in Dublin to house the collection that Sir Hugh Lane was offering to the city, on the grounds that the ratepayer—that is, the business and property-owning classes—would have to foot the bill. At a national level he lobbied the British government to prevent the Cunard line dropping Dublin and Queenstown (Cóbh) from its transatlantic schedules. The loss of such a service would be a blow to Irish ports—and, of course, the railways.4


In August 1913 Murphy, at sixty-eight, was very much an elder statesman of the Irish business community. ‘Mr. Murphy enjoys the entire confidence of the citizens of the more substantial class,’ an admirer enthused. ‘Uncompromising Unionists and equally determined Nationalists sit under his presidency … in complete harmony.’5 Murphy was nearly thirty years older than his adversary, and age had taken its toll. His tall figure had developed a slight stoop, his hair had turned silver, and his bewhiskered face suggested ‘the typical family solicitor of the old school.’ But this outwardly courtly capitalist was a formidable opponent, as many distinguished members of the Irish Party who had crossed him could testify. Behind the twinkling blue eyes ‘dwelt a soul of iron.’6 It was no accident that it was the wittily vituperative Timothy Healy who was Murphy’s closest political confidant. Another vitriolic nationalist politician from County Cork, the rural radical William O’Brien, referred to them as ‘Messrs. Healy, Murphy & Co., Moral Assassins’. It was a business in which ‘Mr. Murphy bought the knives and Mr. Healy did the stabbing.’ Though they worked closely together for forty years, Healy described Murphy as a ‘cold man’. G. K. Chesterton detected the same reptilian quality, comparing Murphy to ‘some morbid prince of the fifteenth century, full of cold anger, not without a perverted piety.’7


*


Piety and parochialism were the axis of the ‘Bantry Band’, the small group of influential west Cork politicians to which both Healy and Murphy belonged on the conservative and intensely Catholic wing of the nationalist movement. Though Healy was ‘the more prominent and brilliant figure,’ a fellow nationalist MP and shrewd observer of people, T. P. O’Connor, added that ‘Murphy … must be regarded as the most potent.’8 Part of that potency rested in his control of the Irish Independent and its associated publications. They had been acquired during the bitter civil war within the Irish Party following the Parnell divorce case. If Healy was Parnell’s bitterest and most articulate opponent in the public debate, it was Murphy who used his wealth to finance the anti-Parnellites. He regarded the divorce case as ‘an interposition of divine providence’ that released the nationalist movement from bondage to a Protestant landlord and adulterer.9 It was a stance for which the predominantly Parnellite electorate of Dublin never forgave him. Though he had represented St Patrick’s division of the city since 1885, he was defeated in 1892 by a Parnellite, William Field, who still held the seat in 1913.


Murphy’s distaste for the forced camaraderie of the hustings and his poor speaking voice were no doubt contributory factors in cutting short his parliamentary career. Attempts by Healy to find his friend a safe seat in an anti-Parnellite constituency proved unsuccessful; Murphy’s personality was voter-resistant. Yet the public perception of him was not entirely fair. While he was denounced as a philistine for his opposition to the proposed Hugh Lane gallery, he had earned almost universal praise for his organising of the International Exhibition of 1907, which was the high point of the visit to Dublin that year by King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. Some of Murphy’s enemies said that he only took on the job in the hope of winning a knighthood. Stung by the allegation, Murphy declared that in no circumstances would he accept a title, even if one were offered to him. Presumably one was, for the king proposed to knight Murphy on the spot at the exhibition grounds in Herbert Park. To everyone’s surprise and embarrassment, Murphy refused it. With the characteristic attention to the niceties that marked all his dealings with polite society, Murphy wrote a letter to the king explaining that he intended no disrespect by his refusal of a knighthood. He said that he would not wish the king to leave Ireland ‘thinking that he had left one churlish man behind him.’10


Knighthoods were tricky things for nationalists. Recruiting an existing knight like Roger Casement to the movement was a political coup; but for a nationalist to accept a knighthood was a very different matter. Murphy’s action in 1907 showed that he still cherished his reputation as a nationalist, whatever the electorate thought of him. Indeed his nationalism was more substantial than that of many members of the Irish Party and was closer in many respects to that of Sinn Féin than to the rural activists who comprised the main weight of constitutional nationalism. He saw home rule less as an opportunity to seize the levers of state power and patronage than as a chance to develop Irish industry. His increasing criticism of Redmond’s leadership of the Irish Party had less to do with the fact that Redmond had been a Parnellite than with his inability to gain greater fiscal powers from the Liberals for the proposed home rule parliament. Murphy believed that Ireland’s salvation lay as much in economic discipline and fiscal rectitude as in political action. When Redmond compounded his mistake by vacillating over partition, which would exclude the country’s industrial heartland from home rule, Murphy would be sick to his heart. In March 1914 he confided to Healy that he ‘never lost a night’s sleep during the tram strike; but was awake all night from humiliation’ at the prospect of partition.11


This, then, was the man who planned Larkin’s downfall. He did so with characteristic thoroughness, insisting all the while that he was not anti-union. As we have seen, the fact that his strategy would require locking out thousands of workers and starving a third of the city’s population into submission never cost him a night’s sleep. The courtly patriarch was by no means unsympathetic to the plight of employees, but he insisted that they ‘must help employers to compete … They must put themselves in their employers’ place, and see whether they are allowing him a margin … without which the shop must ultimately close.’12 By 26 August the tramway men’s actions had shown they were not that kind of employee; and the shop was about to close.


*


It was in July that Murphy learnt of Larkin’s efforts to organise DUTC workers. Larkin was doing it discreetly, just as he had been doing in Guinness’s brewery at St James’s Gate. The tramway workers, and the Guinness carters and boat crews, were the elite of the city’s transport employees in pay and conditions. The tramway workers were particularly important; a strike at the company could seriously disrupt the city’s business. But the DUTC and Guinness’s were not like other companies. Guinness’s paid employees well and exercised a benevolent despotism over them in return for loyalty. The company had early hired a retired DMP sergeant, Michael Walsh, to monitor the activities of Larkin and his union so that it could minimise his inroads at the brewery. Only one in six of the workers had joined the ITGWU by the summer of 1913.13


Murphy had a simpler and harsher strategy. Like many transport magnates, he ran the tramways on military lines. Not only did tramcar workers have to wear uniforms but they were completely at the mercy of their immediate superiors, the inspectors. These, in turn, answered to office-based supervisors. ‘Discipline is too severe for an industrial concern,’ a confidential informant told the Archbishop of Dublin, Dr William Walsh, in a detailed memorandum.


Promotion depends on favour and plasticity of employees’ character rather than efficiency and seniority. Tenure of men’s employment insecure owing to frequency and trivial nature of Inspectors’ reports. Hours too long and pay about 10s per week less than other big centres. Numerous stoppages from wages. No union tolerated … Regulations too numerous and unworkable and cars not kept in proper repair.


Conductors had to work between nine and seventeen hours a day, ‘and a man may be reported for leaning or sitting while running a car; he must stand erect and keep a sharp look out.’ There was an informer culture within the company, and passengers were encouraged to complain.


A conductor from Cabra depot did his duty in refusing to allow a man under the influence of drink to board the car. The passenger complained, and the Company suspended this Conductor until he went to the passenger’s house and apologised. When he went the passenger expressed regret for his action and admitted the conductor had acted properly.14


Most employees were recruited on a temporary basis and might wait six years for a permanent post. Known as ‘sparemen’, new employees had to attend for work every day (including Sundays) and wait from seven o’clock until noon to see if they were needed. Sparemen often worked only two or three days a week and earned no more than 9s a week, at a time when most unskilled workers in the city expected to earn between 15s and 20s. If a spareman became permanent, however, wages would rise to 21s 6d for conductors and 28s for drivers.


There were several deductions from pay, including 2s a week for twenty weeks to defray the cost of the uniform, 6d for the company rule book, 6d a week for sickness benefit, 3d death benefit, 2s 6d for a licence to operate a tramcar, and a further 1s a year for renewal of the licence. For the first six weeks of training, employees were paid nothing. Worst paid of all were the cleaners: they worked an eleven-hour shift, seven nights a week, for 19s. Sixpence a week was deducted from all employees for contributions to a provident society, to cover them for accidents at work.


There was also a punitive schedule of penalties. Conductors were particularly vulnerable. As we have seen, a complaint from a passenger could lead to suspension but could also mean instant dismissal. Omitting to collect a fare, allowing passengers to exceed the distance paid for, or even talking to them, could mean the loss of a day’s pay. Drivers could also lose a day’s pay if they did not keep strictly to the timetable, as could a driver one minute late at Nelson’s Pillar.


When the cars are unfit to make the maximum speed necessary on certain parts of the road to keep time the men have to drive them on all the other parts at a speed in excess of the regulations on their own responsibility with consequent risk of accidents. The hand-brake is often inefficient … The fitting is done by handy-men not tradesmen, and the drivers’ reports about faulty cars are not always heeded. Drivers are suspended for three days with loss of pay for using the power-brake except in the last emergency. This is rigidly enforced and results in some saving to the Company, but serious danger to the general public.


Where lines met, drivers were instructed to give precedence ‘to the cars that serve wealthier districts—Dalkey, Donnybrook, Terenure’—regardless of other factors. Dr Walsh’s informant added that Murphy had refused to meet deputations of tramway men, telling them that if they had grievances they could present them to him as individuals. So far from tolerating unions, the company rules imposed a £15 bond for good behaviour on drivers and conductors. This would be forfeit if they went on strike, or if they left the company without giving fourteen days’ notice. Two independent sureties of £10 would also be forfeit. It was no wonder the report to the archbishop concluded that the men believed ‘the judicial methods of Venice in the Middle Ages are still in force in the Dublin Tram Company of today.’15 It was little wonder either that there was a 25 per cent turnover of employees every year, or that Murphy did not want Larkin recruiting members in the DUTC.


*


Both sides prepared carefully for the coming battle. Despite his dislike of public speaking, Murphy arranged a meeting to address DUTC workers on Saturday 19 July. It was held at midnight so as not to interfere with tram schedules. Six known ITGWU activists had been sacked earlier in the day to help set the mood; but for the rest of the workers there was Bovril and sandwiches to guard against the chill night air as they arrived at the Antient Concert Rooms in Great Brunswick Street (Pearse Street). Each employee who turned up also received a half-day’s extra pay. Murphy, who was accompanied by the other DUTC directors, told the seven hundred assembled workers that he was well aware of Larkin’s efforts to recruit them. He assured them that he had ‘not the slightest objection to the men forming a legitimate union,’ provided they did not ally themselves with ‘disreputable organisations’ or become tools of


the labour dictator of Dublin … A strike in the tramway would, no doubt, produce turmoil and disorder created by the roughs and looters, but what chance would the men, without funds, have in a contest with the Company, who could and would spend £100,000 or more.


Making a point he returned to constantly when discussing industrial relations, whether with employees or his fellow-employers, Murphy told the tramway men that the company’s shareholders ‘will have three meals a day,’ whether the strike succeeded or not. ‘I don’t know if the men who go out can count on this.’16


However, he was far from satisfied that he had convinced the workers of the dangers of associating with Larkin. In the following weeks, additional workers were hired by the DUTC. As was usual with Murphy, Christian sentiment and business acumen combined to help him reach his decision. Charlie Gordon, the DUTC’s manager and acting company secretary, issued a statement that new recruits were needed to repair and re-lay tramlines. The work did not need to be done until 1914, but it was being brought forward to relieve the widespread hardship caused by the dearth of employment for casual workers.


As they [the directors] believe that the prevailing distress among casual labourers is due to the effects of the operations of the Irish Transport Workers’ Union, they will not employ anyone on these new works who will not undertake that he does not belong, and will not belong, to that Union as long as he remains in the company’s employment. In taking this course my directors desire to say that they are not hostile to trade unions governed by the well-known rules of such associations, but that they do object to employing men in future that make themselves slaves of one man, who may order them to go on strike whenever it suits him.17


Larkin returned the compliment in kind. Through the columns of the Irish Worker he had been referring to Murphy as ‘the most foul and vicious blackguard that ever polluted any country’ and ‘a creature who is living on the sweated victims who are compelled to slave for this modern capitalistic vampire.’ The editor of the Leader, D. P. Moran, wrote: ‘It is a pity that both Murphy and Larkin are not pugilists, as if they were they might have had it out on the stage of the Theatre Royal—tickets from one guinea upward … It is evident that both Larkin and Murphy are quite “mouldy” for a fight.’18


Though Murphy made light of the attacks in the Irish Worker, the stress of the impending battle appears to have made him ill. It was because of illness that he missed the meeting of the Chamber of Commerce on 30 July, where it was formally agreed to accept Sherlock’s conciliation scheme. Murphy was enraged, but he kept his own counsel. He decided, regardless of what the council of the Chamber of Commerce had decided in his absence, to grasp the nettle of incipient Larkinism within his own commercial empire. On Friday 15 August he walked into the despatch and delivery department of the Irish Independent and told employees that they would have to choose between the ITGWU and their job. Some forty men and twenty boys were paid off on the spot. They placed pickets on the offices, and that afternoon the city’s newsboys refused to sell the Independent’s sister publication, the Evening Herald.


The newsboys had been unionised by Larkin two years earlier.19 Some of them were also members of Fianna Éireann, the militantly nationalist boy scout organisation founded by Constance Markievicz, a social and political maverick who recognised a kindred spirit in Larkin. When the Fianna was being established in 1911 Larkin had provided premises in which its members could train, and they reciprocated by joining the ITGWU. Such a move made great sense. Far from being street urchins, the newsboys tended to come from the homes of the better working-class families in the city. Children, including ten girls, accounted for over half the city’s licensed street traders. A condition of their licence was that they attend school; if employers could recruit these workers there was no reason why the ITGWU should not do likewise. By organising the newsboys Larkin also ensured that his own newspaper had an effective distribution network. As it retailed at 1d, compared with ½d for the Irish Independent, the boys earned a higher commission—½d as opposed to ¼d. It is no coincidence that during the lockout newsboys were among the most frequent visitors to the police courts, where they were charged with a variety of offences, ranging from stone-throwing to assault and intimidation.20


*


The boycott of Independent publications quickly spread to ITGWU members in the DUTC parcels department and to Eason’s, the newspaper distributors. That afternoon’s editions of the Evening Herald had to be carried to the newsagents in the Independent’s own vans under police escort. The rest of the day passed off relatively peacefully, with a small band of newsboys providing the only drama—an evening protest march through the city centre.


By Sunday 17 August, Murphy had dismissed two hundred tramway workers for refusing to handle his newspapers or to carry out other instructions. The same weekend the ITGWU won a signal victory. The County Dublin Farmers’ Association agreed to pay their farm labourers 17s a week; for most of the workers concerned this represented an increase of 3s, or over 20 per cent.21 As the association’s chairman, James McGrane, told an emergency meeting of members in the Gresham Hotel on Saturday, they had little choice but to concede the claim if the harvest was to be saved. The strike by the six hundred members of the ITGWU had been brief and decisive. The outcome underlined the power the union now enjoyed among groups of workers previously unorganised and quiescent. Larkin’s union appeared unstoppable.


At midnight on Tuesday 19 August a meeting was held in Liberty Hall for ITGWU members in the DUTC, including those who had already been dismissed. On Larkin’s advice, the men decided to seek a weekly wage of 30s, one day off in every eight, and ‘time and a half’ for working on Sundays. They were reported to have voted overwhelmingly for strike action in a secret ballot, but it is unlikely that one took place.22 Whatever happened that night, the demands amounted to a mutiny, and Larkin never had a chance to present them. Hours before the meeting began, the DUTC began circulating a document to conductors and drivers telling them that the company knew that Larkin was trying to organise a strike. They were warned that DUTC directors


would not consider any communication from Mr. Larkin or his emissaries. They have no doubt about the loyalty of all but a small number of their men, and they have no apprehension that a strike will be attempted, and no fear at all, if it is attempted, that it will last a single day.


The directors sought ‘an assurance of … loyalty.’ Each employee was required to give a written undertaking that, ‘should a strike of any of the employees of the company be called for by Mr. James Larkin or the Irish Transport Workers’ Union, I promise to remain at my post and to be loyal to the company.’ They had until Wednesday morning to sign the undertaking. On Tuesday night the company issued a statement claiming that four-fifths of its tramcar operatives had already returned the signed forms.23


Earlier on Tuesday, Murphy had called to City Hall to request the assistance of the Dublin Metropolitan Police if the strike went ahead. Not only was the DMP available but the authorities made arrangements to bring contingents of the Royal Irish Constabulary, the armed national gendarmerie, into the city.24


For the next few days the dispute hung fire. Thirty employees of Eason’s came out in sympathy with their sacked colleagues at the Independent, after their own company decided to renew the distribution of Murphy’s papers. However, Murphy was still having difficulty persuading employees in the parcel delivery section of the DUTC to handle his papers. On Thursday 21 August he decided to suspend the section rather than see it distribute rival publications while his own were blacked.25


*


Larkin had problems of a different kind on the Thursday. An encounter took place that showed that not all his enemies were members of the capitalist class. At about six o’clock in the evening an unemployed clerk, Peter Sheridan, attacked him in North Frederick Street with a walking-stick. Larkin was on his way home to Auburn Street at the time. Sheridan lived nearby, in Eccles Street; he had followed Larkin from Sackville Street, constantly shouting.26 Larkin had overpowered his assailant before the police arrived. Sheridan was charged with assault, and he cross-charged Larkin with the same offence. Both men were summoned to appear in the Northern Police Court on Saturday 23 August, a complication Larkin could well do without in the present crisis.


Sheridan was one of a small but intensely vocal group of Larkin’s opponents within the labour movement who were almost certainly financed by Murphy. He had been a shipping clerk on the North Wall for twenty-seven years and claimed he had been sacked on Larkin’s insistence because he was a friend of William Richardson.27 Richardson was a member of Dublin City Council elected on the Labour ticket in 1912; he had been a member of the ITGWU at the time but later that year had been expelled for ‘consorting with known blacklegs.’ The group included a former secretary of the Irish Trades Union Congress, E. W Stewart, and two other labour renegades, John Saturninus Kelly and Patrick J. McIntyre. Kelly was a city councillor and McIntyre a freelance journalist.


Stewart was by far the most significant member of the group. A former treasurer of the Amalgamated Union of Shop Assistants, he had been a committed socialist in his younger days, briefly succeeding Connolly as secretary of the Irish Socialist Republican Party in the eighteen-nineties. He had also been the most successful ISRP candidate in city council elections, though never winning a seat for the party. But he moved rapidly to the right after the ISRP collapsed. By 1903 he was part of the Dublin Trades Council establishment, and he seconded the council’s motion of congratulations to Pope Leo XIII on his attaining the twenty-fifth year of his pontificate. Leo XIII had issued a seminal encyclical, Rerum Novarum, on the rights of workers.


During 1903 Stewart also began to concentrate on his activities in the ITUC, where his influence was considerable. He served as treasurer until 1908 and then as secretary. He consistently opposed Larkin’s efforts to affiliate the ITGWU. When the union was finally admitted at the 1910 conference, Stewart suffered the indignity of being removed as ITUC secretary because he was no longer a paid-up member of a trade union. It was part of the revolution that was seeing advocates of the ‘new unionism’ assume control of the labour movement nationally as well as in Dublin. Stewart, who found a new home in the United Irish League, was an extreme example of the alienation that more conservative trade unionists felt at the Larkinite incursion. He had his revenge two years later when Larkin won a seat on Dublin City Council. Stewart mounted a successful legal challenge to Larkin’s election, using the NUDL fraud case to argue that, as a convicted felon, Larkin was ineligible to hold public office. Later that year Stewart wrote a highly coloured History of Larkinism, in which he described Larkin as ‘a foreign adventurer from the slum recesses of probably some clog wearing town’ in England.28 It showed that the xenophobia generated by Larkin’s activities was not confined to Irish-Irelanders.


It was during the 1912 municipal elections, when the Trades Council tried to put forward a common front of candidates with firm socialist principles, that William Richardson fell foul of Larkin. With the help of McIntyre, who was an enthusiastic if rather unscrupulous scribbler, he fabricated an interview with a worker attacking Larkin and the ITGWU. When the ploy was exposed, the union took the unusual step of placing an advertisement in the national newspapers to announce details of Richardson’s expulsion. The notice also named all Richardson’s accomplices, effectively branding the group as traitors to the labour movement in the city.29 Richardson retaliated by establishing the Irish National Workers’ Union. It was Sheridan’s membership of this organisation that had incurred Larkin’s wrath and led, Sheridan believed, to his losing his job.


The Irish National Workers’ Union was one of a number of ‘yellow’ unions set up with the backing of William Martin Murphy in the city; another was the Irish Railway Workers’ Trade Union, financed by Murphy but fronted by John Saturninus Kelly. Neither proved an effective source of strike-breakers, and Kelly’s union collapsed in October 1913, when Murphy withdrew support. He was satisfied by then that the railway workers would not support the lockout and no longer needed Kelly’s paper organisation.30 It is hard to believe that Sheridan’s assault on Larkin at a critical moment in the DUTC dispute was entirely fortuitous.


The assault case was quickly dealt with in the police court on Saturday morning. Independent witnesses supported Larkin’s version of events, and Sheridan was sentenced to six weeks’ imprisonment. Characteristically, Larkin appealed for clemency. He asked that Sheridan be bound over to keep the peace, saying that he was used to such harassment and well able to protect himself. But when Sheridan’s solicitor praised Larkin for coming forward ‘in the most manly way and asking for his former friend to be dealt with leniently,’ Larkin snapped: ‘He is not my friend and never was.’31


*


While Larkin was in court that morning there was a serious and unplanned escalation of the dispute. ITGWU dockers refused to unload a ship belonging to the British and Irish Steam Packet Company at the North Wall, the Lady Gwendolen, carrying goods for Eason’s. Larkin, unwilling to extend the Independent dispute at this stage, persuaded his members to return to work. He told them their action was in breach of the agreement made with the company in May. However, when they walked off the job a second time that afternoon he told the management resignedly, ‘When an army rebels, what is a commander to do?’32 It was a comment that would be used repeatedly against him by the employers during the lockout as proof of his bad faith as a negotiator.


At this stage in the dispute Larkin wanted to use less direct methods than the sympathetic strike to pursue his war with Murphy. He mobilised ITGWU members to canvass newsagents throughout the city and to suggest strongly that they stop carrying Murphy’s publications. By Monday morning a steady trickle of ITGWU members, particularly newsboys, was appearing before the police courts on charges of intimidation, stone-throwing, assault, and obstruction. The boycott of the Independent was obviously having an effect, because the newspaper’s manager, W. T. Brewster, placed advertisements in his own and other newspapers offering a reward of £10 for information leading to the conviction of anyone guilty of intimidating newsagents.


Meanwhile Larkin’s members in the DUTC were feeling the pressure from the company’s reign of terror. Larkin was reluctant to move, however, until he was sure of the key group in the company, the workers who manned its power station at Ringsend. On Monday morning one of his ablest lieutenants, William Partridge, had been at the plant trying to persuade workers to back the tramcar men. Partridge was reckoned the best public speaker in Dublin after Larkin himself and had recently been re-elected to the city council on the Labour ticket. The ITGWU had already recruited many of the labourers at Ringsend, and if anyone could swing the rest it was Partridge.33


*


On Monday evening Larkin attended the regular fortnightly meeting of Dublin Trades Council. He had no desire to show his hand in the DUTC dispute, so he concentrated instead on seeking help for his locked-out members at Independent Newspapers. He immediately ran into resistance from the printing unions. Printers were Dublin’s princes of labour. They were among the best-paid workers in the city, and—as with several other crafts—only the sons of printers could normally aspire to be printers themselves. It was the former secretary of the Dublin Typographical Provident Society, John Nannetti, who had founded the Trades Council. Nannetti, the son of an Italian sculptor, was a foreman in the Freeman’s Journal before graduating to become Dublin’s longest-serving MP and John Redmond’s resident expert on trade union affairs. Ironically, he is remembered (to the extent that he is remembered at all) from his days of obscurity at the Freeman’s Journal, for he features briefly in this capacity in James Joyce’s Ulysses.34


Nannetti always advised trade unionists against forming a labour or socialist party of their own. Unlike the English workers, they were ‘in the happy position’ that they already had a labour party: ‘the Irish Parliamentary Party are the Labour Party,’ he told the ITUC delegates at Athlone in 1906; it had policies ‘broad enough for any working man.’35 In those days Murphy’s relationship with the Trades Council had been extremely cosy. He had even helped Nannetti finance its launch.


When the delegates met at the council’s offices in Capel Street that August evening, therefore, Larkin cannot have been surprised when James Nolan, a delegate from the bookbinders, said that the Printing Federation could not become involved in the disputes of other workers. Another printers’ delegate called Timmons explained that under union rules his members could not withdraw their labour without two weeks’ notice. An ITGWU member of the Trades Council, P. T. Daly, himself a printer and a former DTPS delegate, said that he could recall a printers’ dispute in 1898 when no notice was served and the union still paid its members strike pay. Another Larkinite, Thomas Farren, who represented the stonecutters, said that every union was affected by Murphy’s action. It might be the despatch men in the Independent today, but it could be carpenters or bricklayers tomorrow. The ITGWU was not asking for sympathetic strike action: it was asking other trade unionists not to work with blacklegs recruited to replace union men. The printers were unmoved by this Jesuitical argument; and Larkin did not help his cause by launching into an attack on Timmons for consorting with the management.


‘The employing class have determined in the interests of themselves and all the capitalist class that one individual must be broken and the organisation he represents must be smashed into chaos,’ Larkin said, with no hint of false modesty. Unfortunately, he growled, there was a handful of trade unionists opposed to the ITGWU. These were ‘men who never understood the fundamental principles of trade unionism, that what injured one injured all.’ He was confident that 97 out of every 100 workers did support that principle. His own understanding was that 28 out of 56 workers who attended a printers’ chapel (section) meeting at the Independent had wanted to stop work immediately after the despatch men were dismissed, but they were dissuaded.


The printing delegates did not dispute the figures when Larkin challenged them to do so, but his speech cannot have helped the ITGWU cause.


Trades Council delegates were becoming familiar with Larkin’s constant identification of every ITGWU dispute with an employers’ conspiracy to destroy himself. As we have seen, even advocates of the ‘new unionism’, such as the vice-president of the Trades Council, William O’Brien, and Larkin’s Belfast organiser, James Connolly, were complaining privately of Larkin’s egomania. Not satisfied with castigating the printers, Larkin then accused the conservative leadership of the United Building Labourers’ Union of offering to replace sacked tramwaymen at lower rates.


Larkin’s performance almost split the Trades Council that night. The president, Thomas McPartlin of the Tailors’ Society, had difficulty persuading the printers that a motion urging them to review their position in the Independent was not a vote of censure. The easy part of the meeting was a motion denouncing Murphy and calling on the public to support the tramway men. The company’s treatment of workers ‘exhibits a tyranny that is intolerable; and inconsistent with the most elementary rights of freemen.’ The council pledged its moral and financial support to the strikers and passed the resolution by acclamation. Whatever the divisions that had emerged with some craft representatives at the meeting, Larkin could feel well pleased with the formal endorsement of Dublin’s trade union leaders for his war with Murphy.36


*


Larkin then went to meet the tramcar men at Liberty Hall. They were impatient to know when the trams would be halted. He replied: ‘When they will no longer move.’ Partridge’s report of the morning’s meeting at the power station must have been an optimistic one, and Larkin was now obviously hoping that a power cut would win the battle with Murphy for him. But he had reckoned without the foresight of the ‘capitalistic vampire’. Father Michael Curran, a rather priggish cleric, knew better. He was secretary to Dr Walsh and responsible for keeping the archbishop briefed on events at home during his convalescence in France. Curran was also a confidant of Murphy, and he now wrote to tell Dr Walsh that ‘the power house men are working as usual and no trouble is anticipated from them, although it is said that half of them are in Larkin’s union.’ He added that the plant ‘has six months’ supply of coal’ and that Murphy was ‘very fierce and swore he would spend his last shilling in beating Larkin.’37


Probably unaware of Murphy’s detailed preparations, Larkin decided on Monday night to bring the tramcar men out. It says something of his leadership style that the fatal decision appears to have been made by Larkin alone. The ITGWU had not been built on meticulous attention to procedure; and its leader probably felt that he had little choice. If he did not move soon, Murphy would have purged all the ITGWU members from the DUTC and won a bloodless victory. Besides, the mood of the dockers and newsboys and the series of victories in numerous pay disputes over the preceding months—culminating in the 20 per cent rise for the agricultural labourers the previous week—had boosted Larkin’s confidence and that of the ITGWU membership generally.38 Against any other employer in the city, Larkin’s decision might well have been the right one. If he underestimated Murphy, so had Parnell and many others before him. And so, at twenty minutes to ten on Tuesday morning, the trams stopped running.




2


CROWDS quickly gathered to see the spectacle of fifteen trams blocking the tracks in Sackville Street, north of Nelson’s Pillar, and almost as many blocking routes to the south. Murphy, however, could take some satisfaction from hearing that only 200 of the 650 tram workers had left their jobs.1


It was not long before groups of strikers began to jeer the ‘scabs’ who stayed at their posts. The DUTC’s offices were in Sackville Street, and the manager, Charlie Gordon, rushed over and ordered the police to arrest the ITGWU members for obstruction. It was a criminal offence to block the tramway, and six strikers were quickly bundled off to Store Street station after refusing to either return to work or take their trams to the depot. The Freeman’s Journal reported:


The vacant places on the deserted cars were in many cases quickly filled. The vast majority of the strikers seem to be conductors. Their places were taken by other officials of the Tramways Company. In some cases inspectors, who had probably been motormen [drivers] before promotion, took their places in guiding the cars.


Even so, about 70 trams out of almost 300 throughout the city remained abandoned. Some drivers immobilised their vehicles and avoided being charged with obstruction by simply removing the steering handle and leaving it at the company’s offices. Conductors did likewise with ticket machines and cash. Until they were retrieved by emergency crews, the stately ‘ships of the suburbs’ remained becalmed.


Despite these delaying tactics, the Freeman’s Journal reported that within forty minutes ‘the tram service was again running pretty smoothly.’ The strikers now pinned their hopes on the power workers. It was eleven o’clock before word of the stoppage reached Ringsend. Only nine boilermen walked out, followed by a couple of labourers and trolley boys. When Partridge arrived at the plant to address the ITGWU members still at work he found it ringed with police. Murphy had already replaced the strikers with new men, who were being given makeshift accommodation on the premises so that they would not be subjected to either Partridge’s oratory or abuse from pickets.


By mid-afternoon the DUTC had ensured that tram schedules on routes serving middle-class areas, especially the coastal corridor south to Kingstown, were almost back to normal. The pattern of support among tram crews for the strike actually helped the company’s strategy. While most of the men based at the Inchicore depot, which served the working-class Liberties and Kilmainham areas, had supported the strike, depots in middle-class areas, such as Donnybrook and Clontarf, were less affected. On the Drumcondra line only one worker struck.


*


Murphy’s counter-measures had robbed the strike of the dramatic impact the workers had expected, and his consultations with the police during the previous week also quickly bore fruit. As early as ten past ten the DMP were out in force in Sackville Street, supplemented by a large contingent of RIC men, drafted into the city from surrounding counties and kept overnight at their depot in the Phoenix Park. They now occupied the city centre in force, helping the DMP to keep the crowds moving. Many people in Sackville Street, including a small boy with a bloody nose, were soon complaining of being roughly handled by policemen of both corps.


The overwhelming police presence could not suppress completely what the Irish Times described as an air of ‘subdued excitement’. Hundreds of curious sightseers mingled with the strikers to await events. At eleven o’clock fifty members of the ITGWU decided to defy the police with a parade around Nelson’s Pillar. Simultaneously a tram arrived from Kingstown. The driver was John Butler, an ITGWU man who lived in a DUTC cottage in Tramway Terrace, Blackrock. He immobilised his vehicle, once more blocking the northbound line; he offered to surrender his handle to Gordon but was bundled off to Store Street. Butler was the seventh union member arrested that day; before the dispute was over more than four hundred others would face the courts on charges arising from the lockout. The charges would range from obstruction to murder, and the union would pay out nearly £1,250 in legal fees defending them.2 From the beginning, the Dublin United Tramways Company was making it clear that it would take a hard line with the strikers and use the full measure of the law to break their resolve.


There was nothing unusual in what the DUTC was doing. Employers regularly took employees to court for breach of contract. Only the day before, a Bray shopkeeper had been awarded 8s, with costs, against a messenger boy who left his employ without notice. The 8s penalty was equivalent to the youngster’s weekly pay.


With the massive show of police force in Sackville Street, the strikers began to fan out along the tramlines, looking for vehicles to stop and for scabs to harry. In D’Olier Street an angry crowd gathered round one tram, whereupon the driver returned the compliment by jumping down, wielding his handle, and threatening to ‘brain’ anyone who came near. The police cleared the track and sent the driver on his way. At the other end of the city centre, in Rutland Square (Parnell Square), a crowd of youths tried to pull down the overhead cables that powered the trams. The police chased them back into the side streets and slums that lay a mere stone’s throw away.


In Talbot Street, within sight of the Pillar, strikers enjoyed the spectacle of a Howth tram, driven by a ticket inspector, crashing into a lorry. Elsewhere there were isolated reports of tramcars being stoned; but these were not enough to deter the ‘loyal’ tramway crews, as Murphy dubbed them, or their passengers. Besides, the uniformed ‘giants’ of the DMP were usually on hand to provide escorts.


If the union was frustrated at the company’s success in combating the strike, Larkin appeared to be counselling members to show forbearance. They could take solace from the thought that the abandoned trams had, temporarily, provided an alternative spectacle to the Horse Show for the city’s less-favoured citizens. There was some satisfaction too when the company issued a statement at two o’clock that the trams would not run after dark; there were fears that the vehicles might be attacked. However, the company statement promised that any inconvenience to the travelling public ‘will be of short duration.’


*


Larkin had been noticeable for his absence from the streets that morning. Again it was the work of one of Murphy’s covert allies, Councillor William Richardson. Richardson had taken a leaf out of E. W. Stewart’s book and used the courts to frustrate the ‘Labour dictator of Dublin’. He had brought proceedings in the Court of Bankruptcy against William Henry Hunt, the printer of Larkin’s newspaper, the Irish Worker. Richardson had won a libel award against the Irish Worker for £37. Larkin had since refused to pay Hunt any printing bills, for fear the money might go to Richardson, and the unfortunate Hunt, who was himself a socialist, now faced bankruptcy. He had offered to pay his debtors 10s in the pound, and all had agreed, except Richardson. Larkin admitted owing £227 to Hunt but candidly told the court that ‘as long as I live Richardson will never get a penny.’ The case was adjourned to hear further evidence.3


Despite its leader’s temporary indisposition, the ITGWU was ready that morning with a statement strongly defending the actions of the tramcar men. It said that the union had no intention of doing ‘anything to inconvenience the public during the present Horse Show Week.’ If anyone was to blame for the strike it was Murphy. His employees had not struck for better wages or conditions but for the right to be members of a union.


However, it would be a rare strike that did not contain other demands besides union recognition. Though Larkin’s plan to make pay demands on the company had been pre-empted by Murphy, the ITGWU now laid out the men’s case. It stated that ‘the Tramway servants of Dublin work 12 hours a week longer than the Belfast tram men and receive 20 per cent lower wages.’ Murphy’s tyrannical practices were possible only because of the company’s monopoly of the tramway system, and the ITGWU compared his personnel policies to ‘the foul methods of a Star Chamber.’ The union summarised its demands as the ‘reinstatement of the dismissed men unconditionally, more wages, shorter hours and [the] right of appeal against inspectors’ secret reports.’ The statement appealed ‘with confidence to the citizens and lovers of fair play for sympathy and active assistance in the struggle for freedom.’ It ended with the sharp injunction, ‘Do not patronise the cars.’


That evening the city was full of rumours. Word had it that the military were only awaiting the word to place Dublin under curfew. Some said that Murphy was planning to import large numbers of tramway drivers from Bristol to break the strike, while others claimed that face-to-face talks were planned between Murphy and Larkin to resolve the dispute that very night. All were groundless, but all helped keep the crowds on the street in anticipation of some new drama.


It came at eight o’clock at the regular venue for trade union meetings, Beresford Place. The striking tramcar workers arrived in their uniforms, now sporting the Red Hand badge, to hear their leaders. A good-humoured crowd of seven thousand was there, watched by a mere forty policemen. William O’Brien, president of the Tailors’ Society and vice-president of Dublin Trades Council, was the first to address the crowd. He told them they were in the midst of the greatest labour battle ever fought in Dublin. If the tramway men continued to show the same determination for another few days, they would smash the DUTC ‘to smithereens.’


Larkin was the man the crowd had come to hear, and, as usual, he did not disappoint. One experienced reporter of class strife and revolution at the beginning of the century described Larkin as


incomparably the finest orator I have heard, just as Chaliapin was the finest singer—and for the same physical reasons. Larkin was, I believe, actually taller than Chaliapin and could have outroared the Russian. There, striding about the platform, one beheld the whole of the sweated, starved, exploited working class suddenly incarnate in the shape of a gigantic Tarzan of all the slum jungles of the West.4


But it was Seán O’Casey who has left us with the best picture we can hope to have of a great artist at work, one whose power was every bit as much in his persona as in the words he spoke. Describing one of these late summer gatherings outside Liberty Hall, O’Casey wrote:


Suddenly the window is raised and the tense anxious feelings of the men crowded together burst out into an enthusiastic and full-throated cheer that shatters the surrounding air, and sends up into the skies a screaming flock of gulls that had been peacefully drifting along the sombre surface of the River Liffey. Louder still swells the resonant shout as Jim Larkin appears at the window, with an animated flush of human pride on his strong rugged face, as he brushes back from his broad forehead the waving tufts of dark hair that are here and there silvered by the mellowing influence of Time and the inexorable force of issuing energy from the human structure. Again the cheers ring out, and Larkin quietly waits till the effort to demonstrate their confidence and affection will give place to the lustful desire to hear what he has to say to them, while hidden under the heavy shadows of the towering Custom House a darker column of massive constables instinctively finger their belts, and silently caress the ever-ready club that swings jauntily over each man’s broad, expansive hip.


Rumours had been circulated that Jim Larkin had forged a new weapon for the workers, some plan which, when developed, would make their resisting power irresistible, a power that would quickly change their disorganised, clumsy, incoherent units into a huge, immovable, unbreakable Roman phalanx.


Hope’s ruddy flame was leaping in their hearts: this day would be an historic one in the happy annals of the Irish Labour Movement. Perhaps this lovely autumn sunset would be followed by the dawn of their social emancipation.


And the lusty cheers died away to a droning echo, which was followed for a few moments by a silence that was so strangely sincere that the mass of people resembled the upright figures of an assembly in the shady and silent regions of the dead.


And then, with a sweeping gesture of his arm, that seemed to pass around that tremendous gathering and make them one with himself in thought and hope and action, Jim Larkin began to speak.5


That night Larkin was not to make one of his great speeches, but it was certainly remarkable. He began by referring to the previous speaker.


My friend the chairman is always pessimistic. O’Brien believes that the Tramway Company is the ‘Be-all’ and the ‘Do-all’ of Dublin industrial life. But I believe we can smash the Tramway Company in a few days, if the same determination and spirit exists as was seen today.


He then turned his attention to Murphy and, inadvertently, gave the dispute the name it has carried ever since.


It is not a strike, it is a lockout of the men, who have been tyrannically treated by a most unscrupulous scoundrel. Murphy has boasted that he will beat Larkin. What a wonderful boast that was for the mighty man of Gath walking in fear of the Lord. He said he would spend £100,000 to break Larkin, a man who is going to lead you out of bondage into the land of promise.


William Martin Murphy has stated that the cars are running, but I would ask, how many are running? I hope that no workingman will go into them. The cars are taken off the street at seven o’clock. Murphy is a coward. If I had the same power behind me as Murphy, I would take the cars out night, noon and morning. Murphy talked of Larkin biting a file, but if it were not for Larkin the trams would be running until 12 o’clock tonight. Therefore, I won the first round.


Murphy had recruited the RIC, the military and ‘the great Scotchman’ (Lord Aberdeen, the Lord Lieutenant) to his cause. But Larkin reminded his audience that he had faced longer odds in Belfast during 1907. The workers ‘had taught Murphy a lesson and they would teach him a greater one before he was many days older.’ Larkin promised to organise ‘the greatest demonstration that had ever been seen in Dublin’ that weekend. They would march wherever they liked, no matter how many police and military were offered to Murphy by the Lord Lieutenant. The workers would go into O’Connell Street or any other street; in fact they would go wherever William Martin Murphy’s cars were permitted to go.


So far Larkin had confined himself to the stock in trade of industrial disputes, but now he talked darkly of police violence that day on Dublin’s streets.


I would advise the friends and supporters of this cause to take Sir Edward Carson’s advice to the men of Ulster. If he says it is right and legal for the men of Ulster to arm, why should it not be right and legal for the men of Dublin to arm themselves, so as to protect themselves? You will need it. I don’t offer advice which I am not prepared to adopt myself. You know me, and you know when I say a thing I do it. So arm, and I’ll arm. You have to face hired assassins. If Sir Edward Carson is right in telling the men of Ulster to form a Provisional Government in Belfast, I think I must be right too in telling you to form a Provisional Government in Dublin. But whether you form a Provisional Government or not, you will require arms, for Aberdeen has promised Murphy not only police but the soldiers; and my advice to you is to be round the doors and corners, and whenever one of your men is shot, shoot two of theirs.


This sanguinary advice was greeted with cheers.


Inevitably the concluding speech of another ITGWU stalwart, Councillor Partridge, the man who had tried to bring out the Ringsend power workers earlier that day, was more prosaic. But he caught the spirit of Larkin’s Ulster references with his advice that ‘the cry should be no surrender, and no surrender in this fight means that each individual will use his best efforts to prevent the trams from running.’6


As the meeting concluded around ten o’clock, the union’s fife and drum band arrived on the scene. It was followed by a small crowd that had meandered peacefully behind it as it played its way through the city streets, accompanied by a strong police escort. Thus the first day of the tram strike ended.
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THE strike had no effect on the Horse Show. Lady visitors such as the Duchess of Beaufort, in her black broche dress with white lace ruffles and black tulle hat wreathed in water-lilies, had nothing more serious to contend with than a light breeze. The Marchioness of Headfort, Lady Arnott, Lady Goulding and other social luminaries were no more inconvenienced. The Irish Times reporters covering the show almost managed to avoid mentioning the strike altogether.


News of unrest among tramway employees had aroused some anxiety, and in some parts of the city people experienced long and tedious delays in getting a car, but an excellent service was maintained to the very gates of the Show ground. Dublin would never forgive any trifling with transit facilities in regard to the great Show.1


William Martin Murphy was equally smug. He could not hope to compete with Larkin for dramatic effect; but he did not need to, for he was a newspaper magnate. On Wednesday morning all the newspapers carried an interview, given late the previous night, in which Dublin’s leading capitalist poured icy contempt on his opponent.


I am familiar with the history of all the tramway strikes … and Mr. Larkin’s so-called ‘strike’ today was the feeblest and most contemptible attempt that was ever made. I expected that when his strike came, if it came at all, it might last a day, but it was actually broken within half an hour after Larkin’s ‘orders’ were issued. I must pay a tribute of admiration to the inspection and traffic staff for the work they performed in the crisis today.


‘Skill and discipline’ had defeated Larkin’s ‘malign influence’ on the city. Murphy said that in his experience, tramway strikes began


by the men refusing to take out the cars in the morning. Larkin, however, obliged us by kindly letting us know that he intended to take the illegal course of stopping the cars in the street at an appointed hour, which he thought would paralyse the traffic. But we were prepared, and it proved a much easier task to defeat him than if the men had adopted the usual method of refusing to take out their cars.


Such a strategy was not open to Larkin, because he knew that many tram crews would pass any pickets placed on the depots. Murphy explained how he had become aware


six weeks ago that Larkin was getting some of the motormen and conductors … into his meshes by inducing them to attend midnight meetings and making violent addresses attacking the Tramway Company. I did not leave all the talking to Mr. Larkin, but invited the men to meet myself soon after midnight at the Antient Concert Rooms on July 19th. After that meeting I had no doubt of that loyalty of the vast body of the traffic men which was so nobly proved today. That meeting checked Larkin’s inroad on the men, and his influence amongst them has steadily waned since then.


Turning to the dispute at the Independent, Murphy said that he


ascertained that practically all the men and boys in the parcel department were ready to go out without notice at Larkin’s command, though they never made any complaint of their conditions of employment. In this case also we declined to allow the parcel staff to wait for Mr. Larkin’s threatened strike call. We temporarily suspended the parcel traffic and got rid of the Larkinites. It proved an excellent move, as it relieved us of some difficulty in dealing with the situation today. We can fill the places of Larkin’s men in the parcel department any time of the week.


The only other large number of men I had to deal with were those engaged in keeping the pavement and track in repair. I found they were all in Larkin’s Union ready to strike on his orders, and they did in fact go out today. I had, however, anticipated this by engaging on works which were not urgent two large gangs of men who undertook they would not join the Transport Union. They were more numerous than the road repair men who went out today, whose loss we should not feel if they never came back again. Larkin has tried to hold up our coal supply without success, and even if there was a temporary stoppage the stock we hold would last … months.


Asked if there was any danger to the power station, Murphy responded confidently:


None whatever. We believe that nearly all the men in the power house will remain at their posts; but even if they all left, the station is so equipped with automatic appliances that it could be run by young engineers in the company’s service and others, of whom we have plenty of volunteers. We have taken all precautions against outrages to our plant, which alone can affect our electrical supply.


He said that only a fifth of the tramcar men were out, and these could be replaced in a matter of days. Some had already been replaced. The directors had yet to decide on their attitude to the strikers, some of whom were already anxious to return to work. He expected ‘a stampede of the strikers to get their jobs back before it is too late.’


Murphy saw the strike more as an attack on the general public than on the DUTC, ‘and I hope that the public will help us by assisting in giving into custody anyone interfering with the company’s men or damaging their property.’ He then became a little querulous, complaining that ‘the labours of the police would be lightened if respectable people would not help to form crowds by themselves collecting in the streets.’ Nevertheless he concluded confidently:


I think I have broken the malign influence of Mr. Larkin and set him on the run. It is now up to the employers to keep him going.2


Murphy was indicating that any attempt by Larkin to use the sympathetic strike weapon against the DUTC could lead to a sympathetic lockout. There was nothing fundamentally new about this strategy. Dublin employers had tried as far back as 1907 to smash Larkin’s union by banding together, but they had lacked the leadership to plan and carry through such a campaign. Their combinations had been haphazard, and the use of strike-breakers had been successfully countered by heavy picketing, attacks on the newly hired ‘scabs’, and damage to employers’ property. Consequently, disputes in the city tended to be violent; but it was not the uncontrolled action of a mob. For instance, during the 1907 carters’ dispute, when a cart was mistakenly attacked the strikers gathered up the scattered packages, rehitched the horse, and sent the shaken driver on his way ‘amidst lusty cheers’ after they discovered their error.3


As we have seen, Murphy had been involved in the only successful lockout in the city, that of the Great Southern and Western Railway in 1911. Though he did not say so in his interview with the press, it appears that he had already secured the support of other large employers for a citywide lockout of ITGWU members. On Thursday 28 August the well-informed Father Curran was able to write to the archbishop that ‘the Master Builders have decided to lock out 5,000 men if there is any trouble from Larkin.’4 In Murphy, Larkin had perhaps found his greatest convert to syndicalism, but it was a syndicalism of the bosses that Murphy espoused.


*


As usual, Larkin answered Murphy in kind. Despite the problems posed by the bankruptcy proceedings against Hunt, Larkin managed to publish a special edition of the Irish Worker on Wednesday 27 August. In it he apologised to the travelling public for any inconvenience the strike was causing; he then said that Murphy, by his actions, had shown ‘the kind of employer the Dublin workers have to submit to—gradgrinds, scroogers, sweaters, hypocrites and tyrants of the worst type.’5


Larkin probably succeeded in having over 20,000 copies of the paper distributed that day. Until its suppression by wartime censors in 1914, the Irish Worker was the most successful socialist newspaper ever produced in Ireland. Journalism came as naturally to Larkin as oratory: indeed the Irish Worker was ‘Larkin’s oratory congealed in print.’6 Its unique combination of socialist polemic, hard news, gossip, humour and plain scurrility made it essential reading for anyone who claimed to have an informed opinion of goings-on in the city. The circulation varied between 10,000 and 22,000; on the eve of the tramway strike it was selling about 14,000 copies a week.7 In contrast, the leading radical nationalist weekly paper, Sinn Féin, sold between 3,000 and 5,000 copies. The liberal unionist Irish Times sold 45,000 copies, and the Freeman’s Journal, champion of the Irish Party, about 40,000. All were dwarfed by William Martin Murphy’s Irish Independent, which sold 100,000 copies a day, as did his Evening Herald.


While its sales were only a small fraction of this, and its circulation was largely confined to Dublin, the Irish Worker was able to attract considerable advertising. Even the Dublin branch of the Hibernian Rifles, military section of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, placed advertisements seeking recruits, though the order’s sectarian politics were a regular target of criticism in the paper’s editorial columns. Patrick Belton’s drapery company was the only large concern to advertise regularly in the Irish Worker. But Belton was a maverick. He would later become a Sinn Féin TD and then had a colourful political career as a member successively of Fianna Fáil, the Centre Party, and Fine Gael. Most of the advertising in the Worker came from small businesses such as butchers, tobacconists, bicycle shops—and undertakers. Fanagan’s of Aungier Street offered ‘coffins, hearses, coaches and every funeral requisite. Trades Union and All-Irish House.’ James Larkin, a plain and fancy baker of 78 Meath Street, described himself in his advertisement as ‘The Workers’ Baker’. He urged customers to ‘ask for Larkin’s Loaf.’


Advertising revenue was worth between £10 and £12 a week, which provided the Worker with a net profit of about £8 10s. Without the support of its advertisers it would no more have been able to survive than Murphy’s mass circulation publications. However, while Murphy’s profits swelled his own coffers, the funds of the Irish Worker were regularly raided by Larkin to subsidise trade union activities. Nothing demonstrates the David and Goliath nature of the coming struggle better than the finances of the rival publications. The Irish Worker made £400 a year, Murphy’s publications £15,000.


In its special edition of 27 August the Irish Worker accused Murphy of dismissing ‘some 200 men from their employment for daring to exercise their God-given rights as freemen in combining with their fellows.’ As president of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce, Murphy had supported the establishment of a conciliation board in the city to settle disputes, then, ‘with deliberateness and malice,’ provoked a dispute. ‘We leave the case in the hands of the citizens to judge who is in the wrong and who is in the right,’ the Worker declaimed. It called on readers not to use the trams or to buy Murphy’s ‘immoral literature’. The front page reminded readers in large type that ‘you are not compelled to patronise shops that sell the “Independent” and “Herald”. Thiggin thu [An dtuigeann tú]!’


Inside, the Worker reported that DMP members were organising a trade union.


The men’s leave has been stopped because Wm. Martin Murphy ‘anticipates trouble Horse Show week’ … The police have a right to organise and there is no power under the sun to stop them from striking against tyrannical methods to satisfy the ‘Herald’.8


The paper reported that many policemen had to abandon arrangements for annual holiday leave ‘to satisfy William Martin M., and because men on the trams are looking for a living wage. O tempora O mores.’ In the great Belfast dock strike of 1907 Larkin had managed to bring out the police, but there was little evidence outside the columns of the Irish Worker that he would succeed in Dublin. Indeed there were disturbing signs that Dublin in 1913 would not be a repeat of Larkin’s northern triumph of six years earlier.
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ALREADY some employers were following Murphy’s lead. On the same day that the tramcar workers struck, the flour-milling firm of Shackleton and Sons in Lucan, County Dublin, told employees it had become aware that many of them had joined the ITGWU. The owner, W. E. Shackleton, was something of a political eccentric. Though he came from a unionist background, he had dabbled in radical nationalist politics and had served on the Sinn Féin executive from 1907 to 1909. He was attracted by its protectionist policies rather than the radical social policies that other members espoused. He now told his employees they must choose between their jobs and ‘Larkin’s union’. The men refused to forswear the ITGWU; by evening the mill was closed and pickets placed. It was a foretaste of things to come. The incident at Shackleton’s suggests that at least some members of the Dublin Employers’ Federation needed little prompting to accept Murphy’s strategy.1


*


For the moment the focus remained on Dublin’s tramways. On Wednesday 27 August the Evening Herald’s headline was ‘Tram strike fiasco.’ It published a statement from the DUTC on its front page proclaiming that the company


have more men to work the cars … than yesterday and are able to give a full service to Ballsbridge for the Horse Show and to Kingstown and Dalkey. On the other lines the ordinary service run in normal times is very slightly curtailed.


The Irish Times declared that the DUTC’s offices were ‘besieged’ by would-be employees.2


However, things were far from normal. At least two trams were attacked by ‘roughs’ on Arran Quay, and vehicles on the Inchicore line were withdrawn to the Kingsbridge depot until stronger police escorts could be provided. A dozen drivers at Kingsbridge (Heuston Station) joined the strike, and passengers arriving at the railway station that day had to walk into the city, carrying their own luggage. In Rathmines, ITGWU pickets were placed on labourers who were repairing damage to the tramline; but these were Murphy’s specially recruited men, and they remained impervious to appeals for working-class solidarity.


At Sandymount and Ringsend there was obstruction of the tracks, and stones were thrown at trams. A vehicle crossing Ringsend bridge at four o’clock was surrounded by a crowd and had its windows smashed. Three passengers had to crouch on the floor as stones flew overhead, and only the speedy response of the police saved the crewmen from the mob. Several of the ringleaders were reported to be wearing DUTC uniforms. In Thomas Street another tram was stoned. The policeman escorting it received ‘a rather ugly cut on the nose’ but succeeded in apprehending his attacker after a brief chase. When the culprit, a labourer from Inchicore, appeared in court on Friday he was imprisoned for a month and fined £5. The magistrate, E. G. Swifte, told him that throwing stones at a tramcar full of people was not a fair way to conduct a strike. Stones were even thrown at trams in Kingstown, and the local ITGWU branch secretary, James Byrne, was charged with intimidation and ‘jostling’ a tramway inspector. Byrne was the first trade union officer to be arrested during the lockout; his involvement in the dispute would ultimately cost him his life.


The most organised—and peaceful—protest on Wednesday was in the morning. Striking tram crews marched through the city centre, wearing their uniforms and sporting the ITGWU’s Red Hand badge. An irate company spokesman issued a warning afterwards that the men must return the clothes or face legal action. In response to press enquiries, he confirmed that the directors were considering the position of strikers who were living in DUTC cottages. However, as the Irish Times pointed out,


the number of strikers who enjoyed the benefits of the excellent dwellings erected by the company is comparatively small. Another pitiable feature of the strike is that the men who have gone out forfeit their claims upon the benevolent and pension funds established for the benefit of employees.


*


On Wednesday the ITGWU also published its rather modest claim. It wanted the pay of first-class conductors raised from 28s 6d to 30s 6d, that of second-class conductors raised from 26s 6d to 27s 6d, and that of third-class conductors from 22s to 24s. For the drivers, the union wanted the top rate of a first-class motorman to be raised from 31s a week to 33s, second-class motormen to be paid 31s instead of 29s 6d, and third-class motormen 27s 6d instead of 25s 6d. The improvements sought in working conditions were equally modest. The union wanted the maximum working day capped at nine hours, or seven hours on a Sunday. Every man should receive his eighth day off, instead of the twelfth day. Finally, employees should be entitled to a week’s paid holiday a year. These were hardly revolutionary demands.


There was no response from the company; but the directors must have been gratified at receiving a resolution from over four hundred loyal employees assuring them that they would not be duped or intimidated by Mr Larkin into leaving their employment. These loyal employees also made a plea that the jobs of their misled comrades should not be taken away, or their licences to work as drivers and conductors withdrawn. ‘We would … respectfully suggest that the men on strike should be afforded an opportunity of reconsidering their position, as we believe many of them were frightened into association with the present strike.’ The resolution was submitted to the directors on behalf of his colleagues by T. P. Curley.


The newspapers were soon full of letters praising the ‘loyal tramway men’. One writer to the Irish Times, signing himself ‘Senex’, proposed that passengers ‘show their appreciation of the loyal tramway men, who refused to be his [Larkin’s] slaves by not taking any change out of 6d. or 1s. when paying their fares.’ A farmer from County Dublin, perhaps still mindful of the wage increase squeezed out of him by the ITGWU the previous week, suggested that a fund be set up for the ‘loyal tramway men’, which met with a ready response.3


Delighted with the coverage from his first interview with the press, Murphy gave another to an Evening Herald reporter. He stressed that ‘my fight is not against trade unionism, but against Larkinism.’ This he described as


the most pestilential ‘ism’ that any community could be affected with. The so-called Transport Union is not a union at all. It is merely a rabble commanded by Larkin, who is the greatest enemy of trades unionism. He calls men out on strike when it suits his game, without asking whether they like it or not, and they are so terrorised by this man’s mob that they blindly obey. He then telephones to the employer and if he can get recognised he will let the employer off very cheaply and order his dupes, whom he has betrayed, back again to work.


It was not a bad summary of how many employers regarded Larkin’s modus operandi.


Murphy followed this with a personalised attack on Larkin, which probably reflected that wider view as well.


I never set eyes on him, but I am told that he is a big man wearing a slouched hat, and with a swaggering style, throwing downstairs any smaller than himself, and giving the impression of great physical courage. I notice however that whenever there is any trouble in the wind he is not to be found where his skin would be in any danger.


Not only the DUTC but the Irish Independent and Evening Herald were flourishing, despite the strike. Murphy admitted that there had been a brief disruption to Herald sales, but ‘the sale of the paper is larger than ever.’4 Father Curran was to be given a franker assessment of the situation. He wrote to Dr Walsh:


The tramway company is losing heavily, as the trams don’t run at night and are not patronised in the day as much as formerly. So too are the ‘Herald’ and ‘Independent’, which are not easy to get.


He added that the text of the sales legend Progress of the Independent, which appeared on the front page of the paper, had been altered to show the number of copies printed: previously it had shown the number sold.5


Meanwhile, in his Herald interview, Murphy was telling the public that the industrial relations situation within the Independent group was good. ‘All employees of the “Independent” offices, except the unskilled labourers are in trades unions, with whom we have always the best relations and who, so far from resenting our action with regard to Larkin’s bogus union have cordially supported us.’ Murphy appeared well briefed on events at the Trades Council the previous Monday, for he added that


the fellow [Larkin] had the impudence to endeavour to bring pressure on the composing staff of the ‘Independent’ papers, the elite of the working men of Dublin, really gentlemen in every sense of the word, whom I have had the pleasure of meeting. It was rather too much for these men to be asked to associate with scum like Larkin and his followers.


Regrettably, Dublin Trades Council, ‘which used to be a respectable body,’ was now ‘neither respectable nor respected.’ It had succumbed to Larkinism, for reasons that Murphy could not fathom. The leader of Dublin’s capitalists had given, for what it was worth, his definition of a good trade unionist. An unskilled worker who consorted with Larkin was a different matter.6


*


Father F. E. O’Loughlin, spiritual director of the Confraternity of the Holy Family, Rathmines, had anticipated Murphy’s strictures on trade unionism. He began a retreat for working men on the day the tramway strike began by reminding his spiritual charges of the injunctions of Pope Leo XIII in his encyclical Rerum Novarum. Employees must never ‘injure the property, nor … outrage the person of the employer,’ never resort to violence or engage in ‘riot or disorder.’ The Pope had especially warned the faithful to have nothing to do with ‘men of evil principles who work upon the people with artful promises and excite foolish hopes which usually end in useless regrets, followed by absolute beggary.’ Regrettably, in Ireland many workers had come under the influence of ‘the Red Hand of Socialism’, which used strikes to air grievances. It had benefited them nothing.


And if, in some cases, an advance of wages was obtained, of what use was it? Because, in proportion to the advance in wages, the cost of living increased. So that now, roughly it takes £1 to provide articles for which 15s. sufficed before—surely a very poor recompense for a strike! What has been the net result of these ‘strikes’, so heedlessly and lightly rushed into? Homes all through the country broken up; pawnshops inundated with the belongings of the workers; the breadwinner seeking in Scotland, England and America what socialism refuses him here—work; our industries paralysed—aye, men, I will go further and I will say that in many a graveyard in Ireland today, over many a fresh-dug grave, a headstone might be erected bearing the epitaph—‘Starved by a Strike’ … The storm of Socialism which has swept over and devastated Spain and France, Italy and Germany, and which at this imminent moment is passing over England—that storm must sooner or later reach our shores. God grant that when it has passed away, it will leave Ireland as she is now, the first Catholic country of Europe.7


In his sermon, Father O’Loughlin put the economic cart before the horse. Wage claims in Dublin were not so much pushing prices up as following them: in fact the price of some essential items had risen by as much as 15 per cent since 1906, or 50 per cent faster than in strike-torn Britain.


The Irish Worker regularly printed tables of statistics to hammer home the message that Irish wages were falling behind inflation and pay rates in Britain. When rent, foodstuffs and retail prices were taken together, the Worker claimed that the overall increase in the cost of living for Dublin workers had been 12.2 per cent between 1906 and 1912. Over the same period the wage of a skilled building worker rose by only 2 per cent and that of a building labourer by 6 per cent. The propaganda in the Worker carried conviction, because it reflected reality.


It was the very different labour conditions that made such big differentials possible. While the rapid expansion of British cities in the nineteenth century had enabled them to absorb migrants from the countryside and to provide alternative employment for workers in declining trades, Dublin had stagnated. Old skills, such as weaving, vanished, and the only categories of employee to expand rapidly were those of general labourer and domestic servant. This was reflected in pay rates. A craftsman in the building trade earned no more than 75 per cent of the London rate and a building labourer 55 per cent. Unskilled workers generally were particularly affected by the labour surplus. D. A. Chart’s estimate of 24,000 labourers in the city was almost certainly too low. More recent research based on the 1911 census suggests that there were 45,000 unskilled workers—a seventh of the entire population and a third of the labour force. The vast majority of these workers earned between 15s and 25s a week, with 18s appearing to be the norm. The striking tram workers, with top rates of between 26s and 31s a week, were comparatively well off. If this was still 5s to 10s a week less than their counterparts in Britain, it reflected the general regional pay differentials.8


Only craft workers, such as printers and bricklayers, earning between 36s and £2 a week, were significantly better off than the tram crews. Even the best-paid of general labourers, those in the building trade and on the docks, could not expect to earn significantly more than 25s a week. Of course building work was seasonal, and casual dockers might earn as little as 5s a week when trade was slow, or if they were not ‘well got’ with the foreman or stevedore, a status usually acquired through buying the foreman drink out of a hard-earned day’s pay.


Inevitably there were large numbers of workers unemployed at any given time who lived at abysmally lower social depths. When labour exchanges were established, three times as many workers signed on in Dublin as in Belfast, though Belfast had 100,000 more people.9


It was in 1912, almost two years after industrial unrest had begun pushing up British wage rates, that those in Dublin began to follow suit. The Irish Worker and Larkin were happy to claim the credit on behalf of the ITGWU; but workers organised by other unions, such as building labourers, local authority employees, brass foundry workers, and engineers, were equally successful in securing significant pay rises. The mundane reality was that, when the pay rates of Dublin fell too far behind those in Britain, emigration to Liverpool, Birmingham and beyond helped reduce the surplus, restore labour militancy, and redress the balance.


At the same time, Larkin’s claim that the ITGWU’s organisation drive had disproportionately boosted the wages of labourers has some basis in fact. As the Irish Worker had pointed out, the gap between building labourers and craftsmen, or that between other well-organised groups, such as dockers and carters, and the skilled trades generally seems to have narrowed.10 The upward trend in wages was to continue well after 1914, when the advent of war created a labour shortage.


Twelve months before Armageddon, Dublin’s employers were ready to credit Larkin’s claims that he was responsible for spiralling wage costs and increasing industrial unrest. As so often in the past, when the smug world of the ‘well to do’ was disturbed by the starving masses, the hungry were identified as the problem rather than as one of its more distressing symptoms.


*


On Wednesday afternoon, when the Lord Lieutenant, John Campbell Gordon, seventh Earl of Aberdeen, attended the Royal Horse Show in Ballsbridge, the masses were ignored. There were no signs of unrest as Lord Aberdeen’s party arrived with an escort from the 5th Royal Irish Lancers. His distinguished guests included Lord Rosebery, the former Liberal prime minister, and the Yuvaraja of Mysore. Lord Aberdeen talked about the glorious weather, the large and distinguished attendance, and the importance of improving the education system. Two subjects he scrupulously avoided were the Ulster crisis and the strike.11


The strike, at least, would not go away. That evening there was another mass meeting in Beresford Place. As the tram service had stopped at seven o’clock, demonstrators had no choice but to walk from home or workplace, but the crowd was even larger than the previous night. Despite Lord Aberdeen’s studied avoidance of the issue at the Horse Show that afternoon, the Irish executive in Dublin Castle was concerned that the ugly but sporadic violence already manifesting itself could spread. Earlier in the day Superintendent Quinn of the DMP had called to Liberty Hall and had met Larkin and P. T. Daly, one of the ITGWU’s full-time organisers, to tell them that the proposed demonstration in Sackville Street at the weekend was being proclaimed and would be stopped by force if necessary.12 Larkin now told the crowd that the government, ‘at the dictation of Mr. William M. Murphy, suppressed a perfectly constitutional procession.’ He asked why Carson’s meetings were not proclaimed; the workers of Dublin had more of a right to assert themselves than Carson had to establish a provisional government for Ulster. Larkin called for a volunteer army of trade unionists and ‘men from the fields.’ Before him he saw ‘twenty thousand of the best men in the world.’ He announced to cheers that the planned demonstration would go ahead on Sunday, in spite of Lord Aberdeen and his executive. The work that day would be ‘men’s work,’ and he advised ‘all women, children and boys to keep away.’


But Larkin’s main task that night was to boost the confidence of the strikers. He told the crowd that more tramway men were joining the strike each day and that there was plenty of strike money to support them. He then turned on the ‘scab’ printers’ unions, which had denied members at the Independent the right to come out in sympathy with the ITGWU men there. He appealed to the crowd to stop Murphy’s newspapers being printed—but did not specify how this might be done.


The other main speaker was an ITGWU stalwart and former nationalist member of Belfast City Council, Michael McKeown. He too invoked Carson’s example and said that if the unionists were allowed to form Volunteers to defy home rule, workers had a right to arm in their own interests.


Determined to end the meeting on a high note, Larkin announced that the men in the power station had come out. It was untrue, but it was great street theatre and brought cheers from the crowd.13


*


Despite Larkin’s fulminations, the strike was now widely regarded as a damp squib. Newspapers looked elsewhere for their main story; an aeroplane crash on Wednesday provided it. The attempt by an Australian flyer, Harry Hawker, to win the £5,000 Daily Mail round-Britain seaplane prize ended when his 100-horsepower biplane hit the water a few yards off Loughshinny pier, seventeen miles north of Dublin. He suffered minor injuries, but his unfortunate passenger broke an arm. Disappointed crowds at Kingstown, who had waited since daybreak for a view of the plane, drifted away when they heard the news. The Daily Mail announced that the gallant Hawker would be given a consolation prize of £1,000 in recognition of his efforts.14


The attention devoted to the aviator’s mixed fortunes suggested that the tramcar strikers were doomed to imminent obscurity. But the newspapers had reckoned without Dublin Castle. Between seven and eight o’clock on Thursday morning, Larkin and four other leading trade unionists were arrested at their homes by DMP detectives and taken to the Bridewell. One of Larkin’s fellow-prisoners was William O’Brien, vice-president of the Trades Council and president of the Tailors’ Society. Before he was taken away he asked his mother to telegraph the Belfast ITGWU leader, James Connolly, and ask him to come to Dublin and take over the running of the dispute. This showed O’Brien’s preference for Connolly, whom he had first met through the Irish Socialist Republican Party in Dublin in the eighteen-nineties, over the brash Liverpudlian. As O’Brien admitted in a memoir fifty-six years later, it was a somewhat presumptuous action for a young tailor—who was not even a member of the ITGWU at that time.15


The third prisoner was P. T. Daly, the former printer who had urged the Dublin Typographical Provident Society at Monday’s Trades Council meeting to back the sacked despatch workers at the Independent. He was another comrade of Connolly’s from ISRP days, but relations between Daly and O’Brien had become strained. Now a full-time official of the ITGWU, Daly would probably have been Larkin’s preferred choice to deputise for him if he had been at liberty. He had been acting general secretary of the ITGWU in 1910, when Larkin was in prison for his fraud conviction. Like Connolly and O’Brien, he belonged to a generation of working-class activists who oscillated between radical nationalism and socialist politics. Besides being a member of the ISRP, he had been a Sinn Féin city councillor and had almost run as an independent against the sitting Irish Party MP and founder of Dublin Trades Council, J. P. Nannetti, in the second general election of 1910. Daly had also served on the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. O’Brien too had been an IRB member, though briefly. He was aware that Daly had been expelled for misappropriating £300; Daly had used the money to support his family while touring America for the brotherhood in 1907. Daly was a good organiser and an able speaker, but the money incident and a fondness for drink ensured O’Brien’s enduring hostility.16


The fourth prisoner was Councillor William Partridge, the ITGWU organiser who had tried to close the DUTC power station. Like Daly, Partridge was a craftsman. The son of an English railway engineer who had moved to Ireland, he had followed in his father’s footsteps and become an engineer. Though an ITGWU official, Partridge, unlike Daly, had remained active in his own union: he was president of the Dublin District of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, a British union. This dual role would create some tension in the weeks ahead, as would Partridge’s very devout, and very public, Catholicism.


The fifth prisoner was Tom Lawlor of the Tailors’ Society, like O’Brien a delegate to the Trades Council. His principal offence appears to have been that he had spoken at Larkin’s meetings.


All five prisoners were brought before the Chief Divisional Magistrate of the Dublin Metropolitan Division, E. G. Swifte, who also happened to be a substantial shareholder in the DUTC.17 They were charged with seditious libel, conspiracy to disturb the peace, and causing ‘disaffection and hatred between certain classes of His Majesty’s subjects, to wit the working classes of Dublin and the police forces of the Crown and the soldiers of the Crown.’ They were also charged with incitement to excite hatred and contempt of the government and, finally, incitement to murder. The prosecution’s case rested primarily on Larkin’s two speeches and especially his advice to workers to kill two of the bosses’ ‘hired assassins’ for every one of their own class who was shot.


A crowd of what the Irish Times described as ‘idlers’ gathered outside the court as soon as word of the arrests was out. But it was two o’clock in the afternoon before the prisoners appeared in the dock. Opening his case, the Crown prosecutor, James Rearden KC, stressed that the prosecution should not be taken as evidence that the government was taking sides in the industrial battle then being fought out on the streets of the city. Indeed the government was


absolutely aloof from any labour dispute that exists in this city. But in this case there had been an open and unashamed defiance of the law, and such conduct could not be overlooked.


Rearden dismissed as an ‘absolute concoction’ Larkin’s allegations that Lord Aberdeen had undertaken to provide Murphy with soldiers and police to shoot down ‘these people of Larkin’s.’


Henry Hanna KC acted, as he often did that year, for the trade unionists in the dock. But Larkin conducted his own cross-examination of the police witnesses. While he did not elicit a confession that the police were in the pay of William Martin Murphy, he did establish that his enemy had called to Dublin Castle on Tuesday to discuss the security situation. He told the magistrate that the prosecution case ‘should be scouted out of court.’ If anyone should be in the dock it was Sir Edward Carson, and those who had made out depositions against himself. A government that was too cowardly to deal with Carson would find that they would not have it all their own way when they came to deal with him and men like him.


Far from being intimidated by the court, Larkin described the government as ‘too cowardly to carry out the law.’ Instead they were trying to abuse it. ‘Was there any law that prevented them from meeting in Sackville Street? If there was, let the meeting be proclaimed in a lawful manner.’ Larkin said he stood by everything he had said. Soldiers were hired assassins, but he never accused the police of that occupation. The government might put him in jail, but it would not stop the meeting taking place. Putting him in the dock was the very thing that would stir the people up. He concluded by calling for his own acquittal, ‘for I have committed no crime.’18


The prosecution was not prepared for Larkin’s counter-attack. Rearden wound up lamely and said that he had no objection to the defendants being admitted to bail, provided the sureties were substantial. Swifte set bail at £100 for Larkin, with two sureties of £50 each. The other accused were granted bail of £50 each, with two sureties of £25. This was promptly put up by the ITGWU. The union leaders returned in triumph to Liberty Hall, accompanied by a large crowd of supporters. Larkin immediately set about planning another mass meeting for that night.


The feeble response of the Irish executive to the crisis was due to political problems. Rearden had indirectly referred to these in his opening remarks when he made the point that the prosecutions should not be interpreted as meaning that the government was taking sides in the dispute. The fact was that the British government wanted nothing whatever to do with it. The Liberals’ parliamentary majority rested on the support of both the Irish Party and Labour. Murphy and Larkin might both be mavericks, but each had significant influence within these particular power blocs.


*


While the labour leaders were in the Bridewell dock, less celebrated cases were being processed elsewhere. At Kingstown Police Court the local ITGWU branch secretary, James Byrne, was facing charges of intimidation. The case rested on evidence from a tram inspector, John Fellows, and Inspector Clifford of the DMP. Both said that Byrne had jostled Fellows as he passed and said in a threatening voice, ‘You won’t have it all your own way.’ Byrne denied the words and denied jostling Fellows. He had simply walked past Fellows on the footpath. ‘If my coat struck against him, it was as much as it did,’ Byrne said. He was remanded in custody for a week. James Corcoran, a labourer of no fixed address, appeared in the same court for stoning a tram. He was given a month’s hard labour for malicious damage and vagrancy.


In the Southern Police Court in Dublin a young labourer arrested stoning a tram in Thomas Street was given a month’s imprisonment and told he would have to serve another month if he could not provide a £5 surety for his future good behaviour.19 There were many similar cases, but the threat of prosecution seemed to have little effect. Attacks on trams spread to the upper middle-class suburb of Dalkey, and a group of DUTC workers at Clontarf joined the strike. The company announced that it had recruited sixty new men, ‘some of whom have been waiting a year or more to be taken on.’ It hoped that, with the expected tapering off of demand on the Ballsbridge line as the Horse Show wound down, more trams would be available elsewhere by the weekend.


As dusk settled over the city, thousands of workers returned once more to Beresford Place to join the continuing carnival of protest and to imbibe the rhetoric of class warfare. Speaking from a window in Liberty Hall, P. T. Daly declared that he recognised no British law in Ireland. Somewhat paradoxically, he added that if British workers were allowed to hold meetings in Britain, the same rules should apply in Dublin. The ITGWU’s Belfast organiser, James Connolly, told the crowd that when Orangemen marched through Belfast, the tram services were suspended; in Dublin, however, the streets ‘seem to belong to the financial brigade … Sir Edward Carson is at least a courageous man, but the present government is the most cowardly that ever held the reins of office.’ Connolly invited trade unionists to emulate the Orangemen and go to Sackville Street on Sunday ‘to see if there was going to be a meeting. There was nothing illegal about that.’


Larkin told a delighted audience that he had never attended an illegal meeting in his life. Nor did he use inflammatory language; he always told the truth, and if people objected to hearing it that was not his fault. The people were the law and had the right to use the streets. Again invoking the ubiquitous unionist leader, he said that what was good enough for Carson and the Orangemen was good enough for Larkin and the labourers.20


*


The anger of Larkin’s supporters at their leader’s arrest was exceeded only by that of Dublin’s employers at his release. The Irish Times editorial next morning declared that the public had a right to be surprised at the government’s willingness to admit Larkin and his co-accused to bail, given the seriousness of the charges and Larkin’s continued avowed intention of holding a meeting ‘which he has invited his followers to attend with arms in their hands.’ Larkin had declared he would be in Sackville Street on Sunday ‘dead or alive,’ and the government ‘has now made itself directly and personally responsible for the maintenance of … peace.’ The Times had been relatively restrained in its reporting of industrial disputes, but it had no doubt about who was responsible for


the deplorable situation in Dublin … The essential fact is this—that a single organisation is now exercising an abominable tyranny over the working classes of the city. Its object is to control the relations of masters and men in every branch of local industry. When recognition is refused a strike follows. The whole trade of Dublin is dislocated in order that a single firm may be brought to its knees. The organisation has no mercy on the sufferings of the poor; it never spares a thought for the welfare or reputation of Dublin. The present tramway strike is a characteristic example of its policy and methods. With the object of forcing itself on men who hate it, this body did not hesitate to try to ‘hold up’ the business and pleasure of Dublin in the most vital week of the year. This thing is not merely a nuisance; it has become a danger and a degradation. [Citizens had] yielded to intimidation far too quickly and easily. We learnt yesterday that, in some districts of the city, small shopkeepers have refused to sell food and other necessaries to the wives and children of loyal tramway men. These mean-spirited creatures ought to be thoroughly ashamed of themselves. But they would doubtless plead that they are only following the example of richer and more important persons.


We know of cases where large employers of labour have allowed themselves to be terrorised without any protest … So long as this atmosphere of weakness and timidity exists the strike bullies will have their way … The plague will only be rooted out by the combined action—bold and determined action—of the whole body of employers in the city.21


The leader-writer praised the example set by the DUTC and Shackleton’s mill. If other employers followed suit ‘the strike threat would soon be at an end in Dublin.’ The editorial predicted that there would be a ‘short, though, perhaps severe’ struggle but that ‘in a fortnight employers would be their own masters again and their workers would cease to be frightened slaves.’ The Irish Times was showing a strangely prescient knowledge of what was about to unfold, though it would take much longer than two weeks for the employers’ plan to succeed.


The same day, William Martin Murphy wrote a letter to his own newspaper, the Evening Herald, denying any complicity in Larkin’s arrest.


Had I been consulted, I would have recommended that he should not have been offered any sort of cheap martyrdom. In my opinion his speech after the strike fiasco was simply an invitation to the Government to arrest him in order to get him out of his difficulty. Larkin knows that when he is no longer able to provide his dupes with strike and lockout pay, the inside of a jail, where, as a first class misdemeanant, he can enjoy his big cigars at leisure, while his victims are starving, will be his safest refuge.22


To reinforce its proprietor’s message, next day the Saturday Herald published on its front page a cartoon contrasting Larkin, sitting in his office smoking a large cigar under a sign reading Strike or No Strike: Salary £2 10s. Od. a week, with ITGWU members queuing up outside for strike pay of 5s a week. Scattered on the floor of Larkin’s office were documents referring to Hunt’s bad debt of £227 and the £18 10s a week profit that the bankruptcy court had been told accrued to Larkin from his editorship of a ‘Labour paper’. Understandably, the Herald was not going to name the Irish Worker and provide it with free publicity. Murphy’s newspapers were to repeatedly stress Larkin’s comparatively large salary during the lockout. In fact it was the same salary he had received when he joined the NUDL in 1905, and was £1 a week less than his wage as a foreman on Liverpool docks.23


Meanwhile the Evening Herald had prematurely proclaimed the ‘utter collapse of the tram strike,’ thanks to the ‘determined and manly act of a city Employer.’ The ‘manly employer’ was V. S. Freeman of Harry Street, who had sacked eight farriers after each one had successively refused to shoe an Independent horse. The paper also gave emphasis to a salutary sentence of two months’ imprisonment imposed on a middle-aged labourer for smashing a tram window and threatening a DUTC inspector with an axe earlier that day. Again Swifte was the magistrate. He also sentenced a woman who came to court with a four-month-old baby in her arms to three weeks’ imprisonment for throwing a loaf at a tram in Ringsend. She said she tossed the loaf to her son, when it accidentally struck the tram. A plea for leniency by her solicitor, on the grounds that she had a young family and a sick unemployed husband to support, failed to impress Swifte: he said he had to put a stop to these outrages. Later the same day he proclaimed Larkin’s proposed meeting in Sackville Street on Sunday.24


*


The employers were not waiting for government intervention. On Friday afternoon the executive committee of the Dublin Employers’ Federation met in the offices of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce in Commercial Buildings, Dame Street, to consider the situation. The city’s coal merchants met separately. Neither body would confirm rumours that it was considering a lockout.


That evening, Swifte’s proclamation was the centre of attention at the meeting in Beresford Place. Connolly waved it before the crowd and asked where ‘Sackville Street’ was.


Perhaps it is in Jerusalem or Timbuctoo, but there is no such street in Dublin. There is an O’Connell Street, and there we will come on Sunday, in a very peaceful way, to see if the government has sold themselves body and soul to the capitalists.


Larkin went one better and burnt the proclamation. He then told the crowd that he wanted no-one at Sunday’s meeting


but men who are resolved to stand. If lives are lost the government and Mr. Murphy will have to take responsibility.


He also called for a show of hands—readily given—of those willing to go on rent strike if a lockout were called. He repeated his injunction that the workers should kill two for every one of their own shot down. He also warned the government, and particularly Lloyd George, who was planning to visit Dublin, that they ‘would not be dealing with suffragettes’ if trouble broke out. The reference was unfortunate, as Larkin supported female suffrage; and most women campaigning for it hated the term ‘suffragette’, generally used by the press to characterise them as violent and somewhat deranged members of their sex.


But Larkin was never renowned for his sensitivity, and he now annoyed Murphy and his fellow-directors of the DUTC even more by urging his members to board the trams on Saturday and travel as far as they could without paying the fare. The one place they should not go next day, he suggested pointedly, was the soccer match in Shelbourne Park: the visiting team, Bohemians, included ‘scabs’.25


As the meeting ended, a large crowd hung around Beresford Place to enjoy the warm summer night. Some taunted the watching police, who responded with a baton charge that sent the crowd scurrying over Butt Bridge. Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, the well-known Dublin journalist, socialist, pacifist, and supporter of women’s suffrage, was injured in the scuffle. When he threatened to issue proceedings against the police next day, he received a prompt apology. It was the first of many that would be received by middle-class Dubliners caught up in the riots of the next few days. Workers who complained in similar circumstances usually ended up in the dock.


*


In London there were indications that the British labour movement was becoming concerned at developments in Dublin. On Friday the secretary of the British Socialist Party, Albert Inkpin, sent a telegram to the Chief Secretary for Ireland, Augustine Birrell, protesting at the way the government was ‘taking the side of the employers … by the unjust prosecution of James Larkin and others, particularly when Carson and his Confederates are permitted to advise armed revolt in Ulster.’ The Socialist Party was relatively small but influential, and Inkpin, a future founding member of the Communist Party of Great Britain, expressed a growing perception within the wider labour movement of what was going on in Dublin. He described the demands of the tramway workers as ‘perfectly reasonable’.26


Some members of the government would have agreed with him, including Lloyd George. Some would even have accepted that Carson’s stance was unreasonable, including Lloyd George. The problem was that British government policy was based on the assumption that the rule of reason would ultimately prevail in both these crises. Unfortunately, the Irish were not alone in their unreasonableness. The House of Lords, the Tories, the British workers and, most of all, the suffragists seemed unwilling to listen to reason any more. Larkin might not have been so dismissive of these women if, like Lloyd George, he had had to confront them at close quarters in Parliament Square, at the Epsom races, or in London’s most select drawing-rooms. While loyalists were shooting up Derry there had been an arson attack by suffragists on Lord Derby’s estate, where King George V was a guest, in protest at the Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Health) Act (1913)—the ‘Cat and Mouse Act’—which allowed the government to release militant suffragists who embarked on hunger strikes and then re-arrest them later. Instead of averting confrontations, the act multiplied them. The founder of the suffrage movement, Emmeline Pankhurst, had just been released after her tenth hunger strike; her youngest daughter, Sylvia, whose socialist credentials were every bit as good as Larkin’s, had barely survived her latest incarceration. Still wan from the ordeal, she told a London crowd that in future women must make themselves a match for the police ‘by learning ju-jitsu and drilling.’ They should arm themselves with sticks when coming to demonstrations.27


Two days after Sylvia Pankhurst’s appeal for women to take up the martial arts, Carson called on all Ulster men to join his Volunteers. Perhaps he was inspired by her example, or perhaps it was something in the air. ‘Even old men can help to guard their property, their hearths and their homes, and thus release the younger and more active for whatever work may be necessary,’ he told a crowd in Belfast. ‘Victory comes to those who are organised and united.’28 It could have been the slogan of the ITGWU in the summer of 1913—or indeed the employers.


Certainly Larkin’s lieutenant, James Connolly, would have liked it. A short, dapper figure, Connolly looked more like a shopkeeper than a revolutionary. Yet he was the most fearless and redoubtable street agitator that Dublin had ever known. A decade earlier he had led massive and riotous demonstrations through the city in opposition to the Boer War. He was a natural warrior. ‘Nobody has dared one-half what he has dared in the assertion of his principles,’ an elder statesman of the British socialist movement said of him. He was scrupulously honest in all things, and, perhaps for that reason, men did not warm to him. His only dishonest act was to desert from the British army shortly before his seven-year enlistment was due to expire. He did it for fear of being separated from his betrothed, Lillie Reynolds, a domestic servant he met while serving in Dublin. Like Larkin’s wife, Elizabeth Brown, she was a Protestant.29 Connolly’s military experience left him with an abiding hatred of the British army; it seemed to be based on a loathing for the institution rather than the way of life, as he retained a keen interest in all things military. Though it would be more than two years before Connolly joined with militant nationalists such as Patrick Pearse to launch the Easter Rising, the two men already spoke the language of the warrior rather than the politician.


In 1913 the links between the ITGWU and militant nationalism were fragile but real. Larkin was sending his eldest son to Pearse’s school, St Enda’s, and Connolly would do the same when he moved from Belfast to Dublin the following year. When rumours of a tram strike first surfaced, Larkin had assured the public that there would be no stoppages before St Enda’s sports day was concluded, and he urged members to use the trams to attend.


Larkin would not have thought much of Pearse’s romantic rhetoric, but the similarity of texts and images between Pearse’s writings and Connolly’s was already striking. In June 1913 Pearse wrote in the school magazine, An Macaomh, that staff and pupils should keep before them


the image of Fionn during his battles—careless and laughing with that gesture of the head, that gallant smiling gesture, which has been an eternal gesture in Irish history; it was most memorably made by Emmet when he mounted the scaffold in Thomas Street, smiling … I know that Ireland will not be happy again until she recollects that old proud gesture of hers, and that laughing gesture of a young man that is going into battle or climbing to a gibbet.30


In the Irish Worker of 30 August 1913, the day before the proclaimed meeting in Sackville Street was due to take place, Connolly gave his own military perspective on events.


The employers propose to make general war. Shall we shrink from it; cower before their onset? A thousand times no! Shall we crawl back into our slums, abuse our hearts, bow our knees, and crawl once more to lick the hand that would smite us? Shall we, who have been carving out for our children a brighter future, a cleaner city, a freer life, consent to betray them instead into the grasp of the bloodsuckers from whom we have dreamt of escaping? No, no, and yet again, no! Let them declare their lockout; it will only hasten the day when the working class will lock out the capitalist class for good and all.31


Connolly’s imagery may have been more immediate and mundane than that of Pearse, but they shared a willingness to let conflict be the arbiter of the future.


*


However utopian their dreams proved to be, they were infinitely more dynamic than those of John Redmond, who was leading the constitutional nationalists on an increasingly tortuous parliamentary path towards home rule. At a time when everyone else seemed committed to the path of unreason, the British government took comfort in the thought that the traditionally troublesome home rulers were as reasonable as could be. This was doubly fortunate because of the Liberals’ dependence in the House of Commons on the eighty-four Irish Party votes. The sine qua non of that support was home rule for Ireland. But Redmond was no Parnell, and Herbert Henry Asquith was no Gladstone. Indeed Asquith had no great personal commitment to home rule at all, but he did have grave misgivings over the shape of things to come in Ulster. So had Arthur Balfour, the urbane leader of the Tories, who resigned in despair at the apparent enthusiasm of his own party for civil war. His successor, Andrew Bonar Law, a Scottish businessman but the son of an Ulster Presbyterian, had pledged unconditional support to Carson. The Liberal ministers were understandably nervous when they saw Bonar Law attending mass rallies and publicly endorsing Carson’s outrageous paramilitary adventure. Redmond, in turn, was dismayed by senior ministers such as the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George, and the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, who made bellicose speeches against the unionists and then tried privately to secure his agreement to the exclusion of Ulster, at least temporarily, from home rule.


Redmond resisted that pressure but shied away from imitating Carson—returning to Ireland and beating the tribal drum. The reasons were partly political and partly a matter of temperament. For unionists such as Carson, home rule spelt political extinction, while for nationalists such as Redmond it represented the dawn of a new age. A man facing a death sentence is apt to react more violently than one who is told that part of his inheritance has been deferred. Carson’s temperament also lent itself to the dramatic, to extremes. Redmond was a fine speaker and a selfless patriot, but he lacked iron in the soul.


Redmond was also a diplomat. That was why he was the agreed leader of the Irish Party. His past history as a loyal lieutenant of the dead Chief made him acceptable to the Parnellites, while he had never said or done anything to seriously offend the anti-Parnellite majority. In any case the latter could not agree on a leader among themselves. The divisions within their ranks had left John Dillon as the leader of a rump faction. Among his enemies, Timothy Healy was now an outcast, and William Martin Murphy little better. But both were feared, Healy for his forensic skill as a debater, Murphy for his well-known malevolence and his power as a newspaper magnate.


At first Murphy had welcomed Redmond’s selection as leader of the reunited party in 1900, but by 1913 relations between the two men were severely strained. While Murphy was preparing to confront Larkin in August he discovered that a bill he was sponsoring to allow the DUTC power station in Ringsend to supply electricity to Kingstown was being blocked in London by Redmondites. Seven years earlier the same group had foiled Murphy’s plans to win the franchise to provide electricity to the city of Dublin. The dominant feeling in the Irish Party was that larger Irish boroughs, despite their administrative shortcomings, should run their own electricity utilities, as did most of the British municipalities—not to mention Belfast. Murphy found his only Irish allies among the unionist MPs, who were delighted at the prospect of the principal nationalist borough being denied ownership of such a symbol of modernity and progress as electrical power. Subliminally it underlined the argument that their Catholic compatriots were not ready for self-government. Murphy dismally told Tim Harrington, a former Lord Mayor of Dublin and the first editor of the Irish Independent, that he owed his opponents within the nationalist camp ‘nothing but ill-will.’ However, he took the opportunity to remind his editor that ‘the Healys have always been my friends and … should at least get the fullest consideration in the matter of reporting.’32


In the circumstances it was to be expected that the Irish Party’s mouthpiece, the Freeman’s Journal, would take a somewhat more detached view of the impending industrial struggle than Murphy’s own publications. Like the Irish Times, which reflected the views of liberal unionists, the Freeman warned readers of the dangers of Larkinism but still strove to be accurate and fair in its news coverage.


Redmond kept well above the fray. He rarely visited Dublin and spent most of the summer of 1913 at his home in Aghavannagh, County Wicklow. Dublin, with its socialists, suffragists, Sinn Féiners, Irish-revivalists, and members of the resurgent IRB, was becoming alien ground to constitutional nationalists of the old school. Redmond, who was descended from the comfortable Catholic gentry of County Wexford, had little time for the political intensity of the capital.


Murphy, with his constant attempts to use political influence to promote his own commercial interests, repelled Redmond as well. As a landlord, Redmond was more concerned to maintain access to British markets than to erect protective barriers to suit the clique of businessmen around Murphy. In 1912 Redmond had actually asked Birrell to amend the Home Rule Bill so that the new Irish parliament would have the power to reduce duties as well as increase them.


On the other hand, Redmond was as worried as Murphy about the financial implications of Lloyd George’s new schemes for unemployment benefit and old age pensions. The extension of the free school dinners scheme to Ireland was one of the main social reforms the Irish Party successfully blocked. The Catholic middle class, who formed the backbone of Irish Party support, objected to the increases the dinners would mean on the rates.


Of course Redmond had no objections to social reform in Britain, where the radical wing of the Liberals and the Labour Party were the staunchest supporters of home rule. He also welcomed some socially progressive measures in Ireland, such as the Irish Land Act (1903), as well as modest plans for devolution proposed by the Liberal administration in 1907. But he had had to retreat on devolution in the face of criticism from the more militant members of the home rule movement, who spurned the notion of ‘half a loaf’. The business lobby and the Catholic clergy were particularly active in rejecting devolution as inadequate. Businessmen wanted nothing to do with devolution because it offered them no protection from British competition; the clergy feared that the proposed structures would dilute their own power in the area of education.


The clergy were ably assisted by a new organisation, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, which developed as a response to Protestant triumphalism in the North. Like the Orange Order, it used high religious ideals and colourful paraphernalia from a historically dubious past to disguise a murderously atavistic form of communal hatred. However, it was not purely reactionary. It reflected a new assertiveness and self-confidence among middle-class Catholics throughout Ireland. The foundation of the Catholic Association in Dublin, dedicated to overthrowing the traditional predominance of Protestants in business and the professions, was another manifestation of that mood. Such movements drew their inspiration from the martyrology of penal times and the strongest Catholic variants of Irish nationalism.


Ironically, the introduction of social insurance by the Liberals in 1911 gave the AOH a tremendous organisational boost. The National Insurance Act aimed at providing social security for workers and the lower middle class. ‘Almost any body of people—from a great life assurance company or a trade union to a friendly society or even a local tennis club—could become an approved society … so long as it operated the state insurance section of its affairs on a non-profit basis.’33 As an incentive there was an administration commission of 11d per member per quarter. By 1914 the AOH had 170,000 members in its insurance section, one out of every five insured people in the country. Some Catholic church leaders were apprehensive of the power of the AOH, including the Primate, Cardinal Michael Logue. Ironically, the absence of sharp sectarian friction outside Ulster ensured that it never established elsewhere the influence it enjoyed within that benighted province. Nevertheless this amalgam of benefit society, sectarian secret organisation and political voting machine made it a force to be reckoned with, even in Dublin, where its national secretary, Councillor John D. Nugent, aspired to a parliamentary seat.


Inevitably its founder and leader, the former Belfast barman ‘Wee Joe’ Devlin, used the AOH to outvote, shout down and generally intimidate opponents within the nationalist movement. Some of the movement’s most distinguished former leaders were silenced or driven into the wilderness. One of them was the irascibly eccentric William O’Brien, who managed to combine a radical stance on some social issues with a conciliatory attitude towards unionists. The AOH now stood ready to reinforce all the most conservative and divisive elements within the home rule movement.


Redmond was no bigot and he knew that Ulster unionists had to be conciliated to make home rule work; however, he was incapable of confronting his own party machine in Ulster. His dilemma in 1913 was that, while he led a national political movement that could regularly elect eighty or more MPs to the British House of Commons, that movement’s ability to mobilise the terrified unionist population into armed opposition to home rule far outweighed its own capacity to mobilise nationalists to achieve their long-coveted goal. Rejuvenation of such a ramshackle, disunited coalition as the home rule movement would have been difficult for anyone; it was quite beyond Redmond and his lieutenants, whose youthful energy had been spent a quarter of a century earlier in the service of Parnell. They could still launch into the odd bout of patriotic rhetoric about the right of the Irish people to assert their freedom in arms, but it was an assertion that always carried heavy qualifications.34


Carson and his Volunteers provided much more credible role models for a new generation of revolutionaries, such as Pearse and Connolly. Pearse may have drawn his inspiration from Cú Chulainn and ancient Ireland, Connolly from the revolutionary socialism of Karl Marx, but it was the practical example set by Carson that proved the most potent and subversive influence on both.


*


On Saturday 30 August, Connolly was given plenty of time to reflect on such matters, for at 3 p.m. he was arrested by the DMP at Liberty Hall, along with William Partridge. Both men were brought before Swifte and charged with incitement to cause a breach of the peace at the meeting in Beresford Place the night before. Partridge agreed to be bound over and was released on bail; Connolly refused to give any such assurance, or to seek bail. He told the bemused magistrate, ‘I do not recognise the English government in Ireland at all. I do not even recognise the King, except when I am compelled to do so.’ Swifte told Connolly that he was talking treason and sentenced him to three months’ imprisonment.


Meanwhile Larkin, who had been forewarned of the police raid, had gone into hiding.35
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THE police suspected that Larkin had sought refuge with Constance Markievicz at Surrey House in Rathmines. Despite its grand name, this was a typical early twentieth-century semi-detached residence in Leinster Road. Constance Gore-Booth, daughter of a prominent Anglo-Irish family in County Sligo, had married a Russo-Polish aristocrat, Count Casimir Dunin-Markievicz, whom she had met fourteen years earlier in Paris, where they had both been studying art. Each had a small private income from their family to support their eccentric life-style, while social connections in Dublin ensured additional income from portrait work. But by 1913 both their careers and their marriage had wilted. Artists by profession and rebels by temperament, they had gone their separate ways. Con, as she was called by her friends—‘Madame’ or ‘the Countess’ to Dublin’s working class—-flung herself into politics,’ while Cassie became a man about town, theatrical producer, and journalist. His most lasting contribution to Irish society was to help found the United Arts Club.


A daughter, Maeve, had long since been left with Constance’s mother to be reared. Through all the troubled times that lay ahead, Cassie and Constance managed to remain friends—perhaps because they spent so little time together. In the summer of 1913, after making his annual visit to the family estate near Kiev, Cassie travelled south to work as a journalist covering the Second Balkan War.


Following her abandonment of polite society, Constance’s political pilgrimage was a very deliberate one that embraced nearly all the radical social and political movements of her day. But it could never be said that she ‘belonged’ to any of them. Her first stop was Sinn Féin, and she served on its executive. The Gaelic League attracted her briefly, but she despaired of ever learning Irish; and while Inghinidhe na hÉireann attracted her by its militancy, it was too small to provide an adequate outlet for her energies. The suffragists, the co-operative movement, even her beloved Fianna Éireann failed to absorb her constant search for excitement and commitment. As a result of her frenetic political odyssey, Surrey House was known far and wide as ‘Scurry House’, and her efforts to involve Cassie in her adventures no doubt contributed to his decision to go in search of his own—and also to earn some badly needed cash as a war correspondent.


The one cause that Con did not join was the land movement. Perhaps it was because she was a landlord’s daughter. However, she did set up a ‘co-operative’ at Belcamp Park, near Raheny, then one of Dublin’s outlying villages. This was used to provide what would now be called ‘work experience’ for young Fianna boys and give them a badly needed taste of fresh air and good food. The experiment had, regrettably, collapsed, and she had lost £250 in the process.1 But it was during this unique venture into a form of rural radicalism that she first met Larkin. Many years later she recalled a ‘scorching hot day’ in October 1910 when she decided to cycle into Dublin for the meeting in Beresford Place organised to welcome Larkin home from prison. She was given a place of honour on the platform.


Sitting there, listening to Larkin, I realised that I was in the presence of something that I had never come across before, some great primaeval force rather than a man. A tornado, a storm-driven wave. [He was] a man without the trickeries and finickiness of modern civilisation, a Titan who might have been moulded by Michelangelo or Rodin.


Recalling the event ten years later, Markievicz said: ‘From that day I looked upon Larkin as a friend, and was out to do any little thing that I could do to help him in his work, but it was only much later that I got a chance to do so.’2


She spoke at numerous meetings with him, including the launch of the Women Workers’ Union in 1911. It was natural, therefore, that the police would suspect in 1913 that she was harbouring the fugitive, but Cassie inadvertently frustrated their plans. By coincidence, he returned home from the Balkans that Saturday and threw a massive impromptu party for his artistic and theatrical friends. This made a raid by DMP detectives impossible.3
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