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            FOREWORD

         

         Originally conceived over a decade ago to place the lives of leading figures in Irish history against the background of new research on the problems and conditions of their times and modern assessments of their historical significance, the Historical Association of Ireland Life and Times series enjoyed remarkable popularity and success. A second series has now been planned in association with UCD Press in a new format and with fuller scholarly apparatus. Encouraged by the reception given to the earlier series, the volumes in the new series will be expressly designed to be of particular help to students preparing for the Leaving Certificate, for GCE Advanced Level and for undergraduate history courses as well as appealing to the happily insatiable appetite for new views of Irish history among the general public.

          

         CIARAN BRADY 

Historical Association of Ireland

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACE

         

         The interest of local historical societies in the career of William Martin Murphy has encouraged me to welcome the opportunity to republish, with but minor modifications, the biography that appeared in 1997. The restructuring from a floppy-disc has been made possible through the resourcefulness and patience of a good friend, Joseph Murray. Otherwise most of the original preface and introduction stands. In undertaking this brief work, I have been encouraged by trade unionist friends. Apart from the special contribution of Gerald Murphy, great-grandson of William Martin, much assistance was provided by the interest and advice of David Sheehy of the Dublin Diocesan Archives, the courtesy of the staffs of the National Library and National Archives, and the observations of benign catalyst, Patrick Daly, grandson of P. T. Daly. Finally, I am indebted to Professor Emeritus Fergus D’Arcy of University College Dublin, who read the original, rather scattered manuscript at a very busy period for himself, and to Professor Ciaran Brady for his painstaking editing of the published text. Needless to say, any faults and failings which remain in the work are due to the limitations of the author, and of time

          

         THOMAS J. MORRISSEY, SJ 

April 2011
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            CHRONOLOGY OF MURPHY’S LIFE AND TIMES

         

         
            1845

            6 January: William Martin Murphy born near Castletownbere, County Cork, only child of Denis Murphy, building contractor, and Mary Anne Martin.

            1846

            Family and business move to Bantry, County Cork.

            1849

            Death of Mother, Mary Anne Murphy.

            
c.1851

            Attends National School, Bantry.

            1858–63

            Attends Belvedere College, Dublin.

            1863–4

            Student of architecture, Dublin. Death of Denis Murphy. Returns home to run family business.

            1867–75

            Moves business to Cork city. Involved in light rail construction, and in work for St Vincent de Paul Society. Marries Mary Julia Lombard.

            1875–

            Moves headquarters to Dublin. Develops interests in railways and tramways in conjunction with father-in-law, James F. Lombard, and in Clery’s department store and the Imperial Hotel.

            1885

            Elected MP for St Patrick’s Division, Dublin. 

            1886

            June: Defeat of first Home Rule Bill.

            1890

            December: Split in Irish Party; McCarthy replaces Parnell as chairman.

            1891

            Murphy funds National Press

            6 October: Death of Parnell.

            1892

            General election: Murphy defeated in St Patrick’s Division by Parnellite candidate.

            1893

            September: Defeat of second Home Rule Bill.

            1895

            Murphy, backed by Healy, unsuccessfully stands in South Kerry by-election, in opposition to official Irish Party candidate.

            1896

            Involved in buying Nation newspaper. Commences Electric Tramway System in Dublin

            1900

            Buys the Irish Independent. General election: Murphy defeated in North Mayo by Irish Party candidate.

            1907

            Organises Irish International Exhibition. Refuses knighthood.

            1911–14

            Vice-president, then president, Dublin Chamber of Commerce. Opposes Home Rule Bill as inadequate. Refuses support for Hugh Lane Art Gallery. Leads employers during great strike/lock-out.

            1916

            April–May: Murphy’s property destroyed in the Easter Rising, but he was unaware of Independent’s implied call for execution of James Connolly. 

            1916–18

            Murphy takes strong stand against partition. Meetings with Lloyd George. Role in National Convention. Wages vigorous newspaper campaign against conscription.

            1919

            26 June: Death of William Martin Murphy.
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            The Demon of Death spread his wings on the blast,

            And spat on the face of the poor as he passed.’

            —From Byron (slightly altered)

             

            ‘The Demon of Death’ from The Irish Worker, 6 September 1913

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         This short work marks a step towards filling a notable gap in Irish historical biography. William Martin Murphy has been almost exclusively represented as a philistine and a heartless capitalist who starved the workers of Dublin and their families into submission in 1913 and hounded James Connolly to his death in 1916. These aspects are re-examined here, but so too is Murphy’s career as a good employer, as an international contractor of railways and light rail, an international financier, a press baron who revolutionised the Irish newspaper industry, and a fearless patriot who helped bring down the Irish Party and defeat conscription and, so it seemed at his death, prevent partition.

         Despite so much prominent activity, Murphy remained a very private man. He left scarcely any personal papers. His great-grandson, Gerald Murphy, was at pains to collect material on the family background, which included the recollections of William’s gifted son, Dr William Lombard Murphy, and a host of newspaper references, all of which have generously been made available. Other sources availed of in researching this biography are mentioned in the Select Bibliography.

         The result of this research is a fuller and more complex portrait of Murphy than has been painted by many social historians, but one which yet remains somehow two-dimensional. In this respect, William Martin Murphy continues to preserve much of the privacy and reserve that characterised his very public life.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            Early Years, 1845–63

         

         William Martin Murphy was born in Derrymihan, just east of Castletownbere, County Cork, on 6 January 1845. The only child of Denis Murphy, a rising building contractor, and Mary Anne Martin, he was little more than a year old when his father moved his business to Bantry, County Cork, and less than five years old when his mother died at the early age of 28. His grandmother, Mary Murphy (née Downey), now came to occupy a central place in the Murphy household and in young William’s emotional life. His affection for her was reflected in many later reminiscences. She died, however, just five years later, in 1854. Such losses, intensified in the case of an only child, doubtless contributed to marked features in his later life – his self-reliance, a carapace of seeming imperturbability, and an aloneness that found fulfilment in hard work.

         The years immediately following William’s grandmother’s death must have been difficult for both father and son, but presumably there was a housekeeper, and relatives and kindly neighbours like the celebrated Sullivan family gave advice and support. Denis Murphy was a close friend of A. M. Sullivan and T. D. Sullivan, who took a large part in the working of the weekly national and literary paper, the Nation. In the event, William developed into a confident, independent boy, who related well to ordinary people, especially his father’s workmen. The upsets at home did not seem to affect adversely William’s performance at school. He attended the National School at Bantry, where he received a solid grounding in English and Mathematics and is reputed to have contended for first place with Richard Sheehan, who subsequently became Catholic bishop of Waterford.1 For further education it was customary for reasonably well-off families living in country areas to send their sons to boarding school. This was what Denis Murphy planned for his son, with the further intention that he proceed to qualify as an architect and thereby benefit the family business. Denis’s close friend A. M. Sullivan advised, however, that William attend Belvedere College, Dublin, a day school, and stay in lodgings on the South Circular Road with two of the Sullivan boys, Donal and Richard.

         The experience of leaving home to live in the big city remained etched in his memory to the end of his life. ‘My earliest recollection of being thrown on my own resources’, he wrote more than 50 years later, ‘was when I left my home in the west of Cork … on a bracing March morning.’ Significantly, he related with particular relish how, on the 40-mile coach journey from Bantry to Cork, he had shown scant ‘respect for the age and rank’ of a Captain Walker who had put pressure on him to surrender his place of honour on the box seat alongside Mick Sullivan, a ‘whip’ of local fame.2

         When William entered Belvedere College, after the Easter holidays in 1858, he was just short of his fourteenth birthday. He later recalled experiencing some bullying on his first day at class from a boy sitting near him. He sought at first to ignore it, but ‘on receiving a more severe assault’ he reached out and gave his tormentor ‘a back-hander across the face’. He feared that expulsion could follow ‘such a crime committed in the presence of the highest authority’. To his great relief, however, he heard his teacher, Father Murphy, who was also rector, say: ‘That’s right. He deserved that. I was watching him.’

         As at most Jesuit schools then, a boy’s fitness for a particular class was measured by his knowledge of Latin and Greek. And as young William, on his own admission, ‘knew nothing, or next to nothing, of either’, he had to join the junior class of the school on his arrival. Fortunately for him, his teacher, the same Father Murphy, took an interest in him. Noting that William was far more advanced in English than the other pupils, he dispensed him from English studies, and instead put him in a desk near himself and personally coached him in the elements of the classical languages. The effect of this helping hand was that William improved so markedly that after the summer holidays he was moved up two classes. Even more than in English, he had received a thorough grounding in mathematics in his National School, with the result that he won a first mathematical prize in Belvedere the year after he had entered. This, in turn, gave him entry to the natural philosophy class, which included chemistry and experimental physics which he enjoyed. He did not shine, however, at public speaking. As he represented it, ‘I was always too self-conscious and diffident when I had to stand alone before an audience. This is a feeling I never got over.’3 What he may have lacked in imaginative qualities, however, he made up in analytical powers, showing early signs of what was later described as ‘his wonderful power for seizing the essentials of every question, and dealing with them clearly and vigorously’.4

         There is scant record of student activities in those years. William and the Sullivans appear to have spent much of their free time in the offices of the Nation newspaper, and William attributed his subsequent involvement in the newspaper business to the interest generated there. Although he was very much his own master outside of school hours, this did not induce him to slacken off in his studies. His ambition and competitive instinct kept him attentive. ‘I worked hard – very hard – to hold the head of my class, which whenever I became at all slack in my studies I had to yield to a rival.’

         Overall he was thankful that he was sent to stay in lodgings in Dublin rather than to a boarding school. ‘I gained a knowledge of the world and a reliance on myself at an early age’, he observed, ‘which I could not have acquired at a boarding school.’ These benefits, he added, were of ‘inestimable value when, little more than eighteen years of age, I lost my father … and had to take up the responsibilities of the business in which he was engaged’.5 William went from Belvedere to work under the then well-known Dublin architect, John J. Lyons. Concurrently he attended lectures at the Catholic University, and also devoted time to sub-editing and otherwise working in the well-established paper the Irish Builder, which his mentor, Lyons, owned and edited. He also at this time continued to work for A. M. Sullivan on the Nation.

         Following the sudden death of Denis Murphy in 1863, of an illness contracted while overseeing the rebuilding of the Catholic church at Sneem for the third Earl of Dunraven,6 William, at the age of eighteen, found himself called upon to run his father’s extensive business. This involved not only church buildings but also many contracts for public works, a number of which were still in hand. Once again, members of the Sullivan family came to his assistance. Many years afterwards, he wrote to the widow of A. M. Sullivan that he had often thought that his success in life ‘was largely due to the happy inspiration of A.M.’ in getting his father to send him as a schoolboy to Dublin; and, he added, ‘I have never forgotten A.M.’s night journey to Bantry the day after my father was buried, when, as a forlorn boy, he gave me counsel and encouragement at the most critical period of my life.’7

         
            

            Notes

            1 Address of Dr Lombard Murphy to staff of Independent Newspapers Ltd, 29 June 1941, on the completion of 21 years as chairman of the company. (Murphy papers in the keeping of Gerald Murphy, Dublin, great-grandson of William Martin Murphy.)

            2 The Belvederian, 1909, p. 34.

            3 Ibid., pp. 35–6

            4 The Belvederian, 1920, p. 25

            5 The Belvederian, 1909, p. 38

            6 Family notes and genealogical tree compiled by Lombard Murphy for private circulation (Murphy papers).

            7 Lombard Murphy, Address, p. 13.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            Expanding a Business; Tramways and Light Rail; Political Interests, 1863–90

         

         Murphy never looked back. He had probably an acquaintance already with the sawmills and his father’s contracting business. He now turned all his considerable ability and great energy to obtaining a thorough grasp of every aspect of the enterprise; and he went out of his way to build up a close, personal relationship with his workforce.

         With the success of the business came the raising of horizons. Sometime around 1867 he moved to Cork city, and some eight years later transferred his headquarters to Dublin. His business ambitions, however, did not blind him to the condition of the poorer population. While in Cork, he was a prominent figure in the Society of St Vincent de Paul, and after his move to Dublin he established a conference of the society at Terenure and acted as its president for many years, and also involved himself in unostentatious work for many charities.1 He was, by all accounts, a deeply religious man: adding to works of charity, daily attendance at mass.2

         Murphy’s business success, joined to his good looks, his assured yet unassuming manner, his religious observance and temperate lifestyle, made him an attractive marriage prospect. He married into one of Cork’s old and distinguished families – a circumstance that further enhanced his business opportunities. His wife, Mary Julia Lombard, was the daughter of James Fitzgerald Lombard, whose business interests were wide-ranging. Irrespective of such assistance, however, Murphy’s own solvency before he settled in Dublin was such that on arrival he became the proprietor of an imposing dwelling house and extensive property running down to a stretch of the Dartry river. The grounds of Dartry Hall, Upper Rathmines, encouraged him to add horticulture and arboriculture to his hobbies, and to develop prowess with an axe in the style popularised by Gladstone. He and Mary Julia had eight children, five sons and three daughters.

         Murphy was well prepared in other ways for a successful career in the capital. Conscious of the philistine image associated with ‘business’, he read widely in history, and to a lesser degree in literature, as well as in engineering and law, and could converse knowledgeably on many subjects. Moreover, he had a range of social contacts which eased the way for him. Apart from the extensive business links of his father-in-law, there were the numerous contacts of the Sullivans, the friendship of his former mentor, Lyons, the support of former Belvederians, and the links which he and his father had established with diocesan clergy and the religious orders, and with landlords like Dunraven. Soon after his arrival in Dublin, indeed, he enterprisingly availed of Sullivan contacts to offer his services to a virtually bankrupt committee established to erect a statue of Henry Grattan in College Green. He obtained, at a low price, a flawed but adequate granite base for the statue, thereby ensuring that the committee had money in the bank to complete the project.3 It was an auspicious start.

         Before long, Murphy’s attention was drawn to a development associated with an American, George Francis Train, namely the laying of rails in the public streets on which horses could draw large vehicles called tramway cars. The process minimised friction and road wear-and-tear and made city traffic much quicker and more convenient. Train had first tried the method in the United States, and then in Britain, and had plans in the 1860s to build lines in Dublin. These were not implemented; but in 1871 the firm of Barrington & Jeffers had proposals for a tramway service approved by parliament. By 1877 there were three tramway companies: the Dublin Tramway Company, the North Dublin Tramway Company, and the more recent Dublin Central Tramway Company. The last of these proposed to build various lines, several of them in competition with the Dublin Tramway Company. This new company was able to build these lines quickly and economically by means of Murphy’s building business, which was very much to his benefit, as he and James Fitzgerald Lombard were both directors of the company.
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