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Introduction to the Paperback Edition

This Book and Its Sources1

I am delighted that The Legend of Red Clydeside is now available in paperback, fully 30 years after I started work on the doctoral dissertation that was the heart of this book. The first edition of this book came out in 1983. But what happened, and didn’t happen, and nearly happened, and might have happened, in the streets and munitions factories of Glasgow between 1914 and 1922, was already legendary long before I chose my title. Legends have continued to grow, and the controversies into which I pitched my ha’porth have continued unabated. In this Introduction I will try to summarise how the debate has moved on since the main text of the book was written; where I would now concede ground to my (many and vociferous) critics; and where I dig in. A little intellectual history may help to set the scene.

When I started work on Red Clydeside, in 1969, the scholarly reassessment had already started. The 30-year rule was a 50-year rule then. So government documents about the home front during the First World War were only just coming into the public domain. I was not the first in the field. I was intrigued and spurred on by such pioneer scholarly discussions as Terry Brotherstone’s ‘The suppression of the “Forward” ’; Walter Kendall’s Revolutionary Movement in Britain 1900–21; and James Hinton’s Ph.D. thesis, which gave rise to first a book chapter then an entire book on The First Shop Stewards’ Movement.2

These predecessors helped me to find the rich source material in the archives of Government departments, especially the Ministry of Munitions, and in the papers of politicians. I think we were all equally astonished to come on such a mine of candid information about politicians’ and civil servants’ attitudes to Clydeside industrial politics between 1910 and 1922. The most important single source was the partly predigested Ministry of Munitions records under classmark MUN 5 at the Public Record Office. They were in a series of wartime Nissen huts in the grounds of Ashridge College in deepest Hertfordshire. A researcher with no car had a struggle to get there and had to walk a mile to the nearest pub for lunch. But once inside the Nissen huts, what a bonanza! Here were politicians’ and administrators’ candid thoughts about the troublemakers on Clydeside, uncensored, and brought to me by helpful staff who even plied me with cups of tea. I also had access to a set of the very scarce History of the Ministry of Munitions. This was compiled just after the war for internal use. It was never published, and I have never found out exactly why the successor departments went to so much trouble to record its history. Was it to remind themselves of the lessons the Civil Service had learnt should there be another world war? At all events, this History is on a vast scale. There are twelve volumes in parts, each part separately paginated. Volume 4, which contains most of the material on labour relations in the Clyde munitions area, comprises four parts each of between 100 and 200 pages.

The set I used had once belonged to G.D.H. Cole, the Guild Socialist academic who was a participant-observer of these events. As a founding fellow of Nuffield College, Oxford, he had left both his rich collection of trade union archives, and a tradition of continuing to collect such material, to the college on his death. Because it is so scarce, this History is still an under-exploited source. I hope this new edition may spur people to have another look at it. Few of the 250 copies of the original version are known to survive, but there are some in research libraries. A microfiche edition was published by Harvester Press in 1976, with a typescript introduction by Cameron Hazlehurst, but unfortunately it seems to have been very little used.

Were the records truly uncensored? That is a question that has troubled me, on and off, since then. MUN 5 was a small part of the material the official historians used in preparation of the History of the Ministry of Munitions. Gerry Rubin has found Yes, Ministerial evidence of censorship of Vol. IV. Part 2 of the printed History: ‘I have substituted “the principles of the Munitions of War Act” for “their policy of repressive action” – an innocuous phrase which means the same thing!’3 This makes it all the more remarkable that in places the History is quite critical of its Ministry (see, e.g., p. 58 below). The self-censors did not censor out all criticism. But it shows that the scholar must get beyond the History to its source documents. Were they themselves weeded or censored before reaching the public records? I do not think so.

Here, for instance, is the chairman of the Clyde Dilution Commissioners, Lynden Macassey, writing to the Ministry of Munitions on ‘The industrial situation on the Clyde’ on 9 February 1916:



It [the Clyde Workers’ Committee] is ostensibly a Socialist Organisation if indeed it is not something worse. Its primary object is to overthrow all official Trades Unions on the Clyde and to supplant such effete organisations by a revolutionary propaganda of an international Anarchist type … I have been convinced for some days that the only effective way of handling the situation is to strike a sharp line of cleavage between the loyal workmen, who undoubtedly compose the great majority of Munition Workers, and the disloyal Socialist minority who are pawns of the Clyde Workers’ Committee, and those whoever they may be behind the Committee. The means of effecting this was wanting until yesterday February 8th.4



Those who wish to see the hand of the censor at work may note that this document is incomplete. They may also observe that not all the public records on Red Clydeside fell into the researcher’s hands as neatly as MUN 5. The Scottish Office Records are much more meagre than those of the Ministry of Munitions. The records kept by the Scottish prison service on John MacLean have always intrigued researchers. I was refused permission to see them despite appealing to the Secretary of State for Scotland.5 B.J. Ripley and J. McHugh (see their John Maclean, Manchester: Manchester University Press 1989) were the first to get access to these records, although I shall argue below that they do not materially alter our picture of MacLean. (They were opened to public inspection in January 1994). But the case against regarding the Ministry of Munitions records as censored is strong. A competent censor would have taken out the passage just quoted and a great deal more.

Government anxieties about Red Clydeside emerge in many other documents. The Cabinet records (CAB 23 and 24) and Cabinet committees have discursive minutes for this period, and I use them extensively.6 A collection of papers on munitions made by William Beveridge, and the ministerial papers of Lloyd George and Christopher Addison, also contain a great deal of frank material about ministers’ and civil servants’ intentions. Employers’ records, which I do not use to any great extent, have been a goldmine for others.7 The official side of trade unionism has naturally left more records than the unofficial side, but some of both are in what was my most voluminous unpublished primary source, the Minutes of the Glasgow Trades Council.

The ‘Revisionist’ Case on Red Clydeside

In 1969, the established picture of Red Clydeside was of a heroic episode of labour struggle against both capital and government. This picture was set out in the many memoirs of participants, of which the best-known are William Gallacher’s Revolt on the Clyde (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1936) and David Kirkwood’s My Life of Revolt with a foreword by Winston Churchill (London: Harrap, 1935).8 It was sharpened rather than challenged by Kendall and Brotherstone. From 1971 onwards, there emerged what Joseph Melling has called a ‘new orthodoxy on the myth of Red Clydeside’, which he summarises as follows:



[A] number of recent studies of workers’ campaigns have stressed the defensive conservatism of industrial labour and the extremely limited support enjoyed by such marxists as John MacLean. It is now almost conventional to dismiss the claims for class struggle on the Clyde and document the poverty of marxist politics.9



I attempt to list the claims made by the ‘new orthodoxy’. Although sometimes I wonder whether I am supposed to be its only member, the following notes attempt to incorporate arguments made by Alastair Reid, Jonathan Zeitlin, and James Hinton (especially in his more recent work), as well as mine.10 I give first the summary, and then a short expansion of each heading.



Most of the Red Clydesiders were driven less by socialist ideology than by material concerns.



Those who were driven by socialist ideology got a sympathetic hearing, but only on those matters where ideology and material interests coincided.



Wartime Red Clydeside was not a class struggle but a collection of sectional interests.



So was post-war Red Clydeside; but the sectional interests were different.



Therefore there never was a revolutionary situation on Red Clydeside, although both revolutionaries and some people in government thought there was.



However, Red Clydeside had a highly significant impact on housing and planning policy, in Glasgow and nationwide.



Most of the Red Clydesiders were driven less by socialist ideology than by material concerns.

Deskilling and dilution were touchy points among engineering and shipbuilding workers on the Clyde long before 1914 (see chapter 1 below). Dilution of labour meant the substitution of unskilled or semi-skilled workers for skilled ones, and could be implemented in various ways. Craft jobs could be split up, and the parts that could be done by a less skilled person hived off. During the war, employers saw that introducing women as well as unskilled men could speed up dilution. Craft unionists suspected, with justification, that employers were trying to erode their position. The unions, led by the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (A.S.E.), had been buffeted by the employers’ counter-offensive against craft unionism since 1897: the A.S.E., whose members had relatively transferable skills, suffered worse during the war than unions in the shipyards whose members had more job-specific skills. In March 1915, the A.S.E and the other engineering unions signed a corporatist bargain called the Treasury Agreement with Lloyd George, who at the time was Chancellor of the Exchequer, and would shortly become Minister of Munitions. The Treasury Agreement pledged the unions to accept dilution and ensure that their rank-and-file members accepted it. In return they got representation on official committees on labour supply and a promise of legislation to restore pre-war practices after the war (which was kept). The A.S.E. Executive actually obstructed dilution by all means it could, but its shop stewards and local members were not necessarily aware of this. They regarded their leaders’ action as a sell-out, and became involved with unofficial strikes, which brought them into conflict with wartime emergency legislation, and sometimes with their own unions.

During 1915 the Ministry of Munitions tried to enforce labour flexibility in the shipyards and failed. Industrial relations were further worsened by an unrelated attempt to raise rents, which led to a rent strike (involving both refusal to pay rents and some strikes) and to legislation to control rents. Both the shipyard employers and the Ministry of Munitions, which had a common interest in making the labour market work smoothly, wanted the rent strike to be settled, on the strikers’ terms if necessary.

The Ministry of Munitions did not try to enforce dilution across the whole of the Clyde munitions industry until October 1915. The campaign had two spectacular highlights: the suppression of the Forward for its accurate report of Lloyd George’s unsuccessful attempt to woo an audience of munition workers on Christmas Day 1915 (chapter 5 below), and the deportation of leading opponents of dilution to Edinburgh and other non-revolutionary places in March 1916 (chapter 7 below). After March 1916 there was no further organised opposition to dilution in Glasgow.

The language used by many of the opponents of dilution was socialist and favoured workers’ control of industry, but socialist language was neither necessary nor sufficient to the campaign.

Those who were driven by socialist ideology got a sympathetic hearing, but only on those matters where ideology and material interests coincided.

Various socialist groups had been preaching Marxism and/or syndicalism since before the war; they now had a sympathetic audience. The best-known socialist in Glasgow, John MacLean, attracted massive audiences with his anti-war speeches outside the Corporation Tramways offices in Bath Street (a site chosen because James Dalrymple, the tramways manager, was an exceptionally aggressive recruiter for the military). However, there is no evidence that the audience were pacifist. John MacLean and the Socialist Labour Party were either unconditionally pacifist (the war was a capitalist war, and the workers should take no part), or revolutionary defeatist (the war was an opportunity for socialist revolution). Their audience was neither. Pacifism was strongest not when the war was going worst (July 1916 and March 191811) but when the first (Kerensky) Russian Revolution appeared to offer a chance of a negotiated peace, in the summer of 1917.

Wartime Red Clydeside was not a class struggle but a collection of sectional interests.

Dilution necessarily set trade against trade, sex against sex, and skilled against unskilled. The struggle against it was confined to skilled male trade unionists. These comprised less than half of the Clydeside working class. In the first anti-dilution unofficial strike of 1915, the toolmakers who went on strike resolved ‘That no woman shall be put to work a lathe, and if this was done the men would know how to protect their rights’.12 The rent strike had significantly more female involvement, but was geographically concentrated south of the river.

So was post-war Red Clydeside; but the sectional interests were different.

The Forty Hours’ Strike of January 1919 was an attempt to regain control over working conditions by trying to enforce a reduction in the working week. If successful, this would have increased the bargaining power of skilled unionists. It failed to attract unskilled support, and the tramcars kept running. A mass meeting in George Square on 31 January 1919 was read by the authorities, probably wrongly, as an insurrectionary attempt to stop the cars and seize the City Chambers. It was violently broken up and the strike leaders were arrested (chapter 11). This made no difference to the progress of the strike, which would have collapsed anyhow because of the hardline opposition to it by official unions. The Government, who were being fed exceptionally bad military intelligence, ludicrously overestimated the revolutionary potential of the situation.

Contrary to local expectations, Labour had won only one seat in Glasgow in the 1918 General Election. In 1922 it won ten out of fifteen and came close even in the remaining Conservative strongholds. There were fervent mass rallies in the St Andrews Halls and St Enoch Station to see the new Clyde MPs off on the night train to London. Both The Red Flag and Psalm 124 (Scotland’s Psalm of Deliverance’13) were sung.

The red Clydeside of 1922 was very different from that of 1916. As long as it had been a movement of the male skilled working class, it could never have been electorally successful. The failure of the 1919 strike was a precondition for the success of 1922, which was built on a new Labour coalition. The new elements were a widely supported campaign for controlled rents and public housing, which scored a significant court victory on the eve of the 1922 General Election, and the recruitment of the local Irish Catholic community to the Labour Party after the collapse of the Irish Party. This was still a sectional alliance, but numerically a much larger one than that of 1915–16.

Therefore there never was a revolutionary situation on Red Clydeside, although both revolutionaries and some people in government thought there was.

Lenin appointed John MacLean Bolshevik Consul in Glasgow in 1918. Both William Gallacher and Andrew Bonar Law thought that Glasgow was on the brink of revolution in January 1919. They were all wrong in their evaluation of Glasgow’s revolutionary potential, for the reasons given in the previous subsection. John MacLean’s influence declined, a decline made sadder and more bitter by the development of the paranoia that had afflicted him in prison as early as 1917.14 However, this was not the root reason for the decline in his influence. He no longer had common concerns with any sizeable fraction of the working class, although they gave him substantial electoral and emotional support.

However, Red Clydeside had a highly significant impact on housing and planning policy, in Glasgow and nationwide.

The Clydesider John Wheatley became Minister of Health, responsible for housing, in the 1924 Labour Government. Here he built British council housing policy on foundations laid by the Coalition Liberal Christopher Addison (previously one of the ministers involved in the enforcement of dilution, and later a Labour Cabinet minister) and the Conservative Neville Chamberlain. The Wheatley Housing Act gave more generous subsidies for council housing than any of its predecessors. It led to the construction of high-quality, low-density council housing which is still generally popular with tenants and in good condition. However, the policy of building at low density stored up problems for later in Glasgow, and led to a perverse pattern of development after slum clearance in the 1950s and 1960s, whereby the highest density housing, with the fewest facilities, was in peripheral estates such as Easterhouse and Drumchapel.

Rent control was introduced in 1915 in response to the rent strikes in Govan. Though nominally introduced by McKinnon Wood, the Secretary for Scotland, it was actually forced through the Coalition Cabinet by Lloyd George as a nationwide policy in the face of extreme reluctance from his Tory colleagues, who feared that once imposed it would be difficult to remove.15 How right they were. No government of any party found it politically possible to remove rent control until the Housing Acts 1980 and 1988. Nor did any find it possible to force local authorities to charge market rents, or rents which covered costs, on council housing. Thus the two cardinal features of British housing policy from 1919 to 1979 were laid down in Red Clydeside.

Some Modifications to the ‘Revisionist’ Case

I now think that this book, and the preceding doctoral thesis, have two main weaknesses: failure to look sufficiently at the Labour movement as a whole; and underestimation of the repressive intentions of government.

The Labour Movement as a Whole

Some aspects of the Labour movement on Clydeside between 1914 and 1922 make almost no appearance below. I could defend myself by saying that I wrote about what I wrote about and did not write about what I did not write about. But Hugh Roberton and the Glasgow Orpheus Choir were as much a part of the movement as David Kirkwood or Willie Gallacher. Indeed, to pursue this particular example, they contributed much more to civilisation as we know it. For instance, the Scottish metrical version of Psalm 23, to the tune Crimond, was little known until popularised by Roberton.16 And his settings of Negro spirituals are unbearably beautiful. Michael Tippett’s equally powerful settings in A Child of Our Time are very like Roberton’s, although I do not know whether Roberton was a conscious influence on Tippett. Unlike David Kirkwood, Hugh Roberton can reduce me to tears (and usually does, for example as I write this). ‘Steal away’ and Let my people go’ may be read as Roberton’s updatings of Psalm 124.17

I paid too little attention to issues of gender. Craft conservatism was hostile to women in the workplace, and so was John Wheatley. But other aspects of Red Clydeside, especially the Rent Strike, were more inclusive:



Well, we were young you see, and it was great fun!… And it gets hold of you, when you’ve been used to it. When you’ve been a member of a thing like that, it just never leaves you … They werenae just labourers’ wives that were on strike against the factors … In fact, you were on strike against the whole blooming thing.18



In sharp contrast to the dilution struggle, the rent strike campaign united male with female, skilled with unskilled, and not least Catholic with Protestant – the organiser, Andrew McBride, was a Catholic.

Hugh Roberton and Jessie Barbour were part of the same movement as Kirkwood and MacLean. Of course, they did not stand for the same things, and I stand by everything I have written about the differences among the various strands in Clydeside socialism. But they were part of what was recognisably, at the time, one movement. They surely all read the Forward, whose mix of socialism, pacificism, nationalism, temperance, and faintly religiose culture is uniquely of its time and place.

Government Repression

In his review of the first edition of this book, James Hinton wrote:



Dr McLean has always had it in for my own account of these events. In The First Shop Stewards Movement (1972), I did a good deal of debunking of the revolutionary myth myself. But, being young and ignorant, I was taken aback by the nastiness, ruthlessness, and mendacity revealed by some of the agents of the state in their dealings with the Clydesiders. By comparison, the founders of the British Communist Party appeared mere amateurs in class war … Rereading some of these documents nearly twenty years since I first saw them I think I was right to be taken aback. What they record is a vital moment in the decay of British liberalism. (Albion 17 (1985) p. 127).



Rereading some of these documents nearly thirty years since I first saw them I think I was wrong not to be taken aback. I do not believe that capitalists were any more capitalist, nor authoritarians any more authoritarian, during the First World War than before or since. But they had new avenues to exercise their authority, which they exploited. The official papers certainly reveal instances of ruthlessness and of mendacity. The other side of both corporatism and labour shortage is that they also empowered working men and women more than previous policy. I cannot be sure which side gained a relative advantage as a result.

What about a Ministry of Munitions conspiracy against the Clyde Workers’ Committee? I stand by my evidence that any such conspiracy was patchy, episodic, and (until March 1916) incompetent. But I am persuaded by Jose Harris’s review of the whole controversy19 that I went too far in denying the extent to which the CWC was one of the Ministry’s targets.

Open Issues

Some of the issues that I believe are still open in the study of Red Clydeside are already apparent from previous sections. I think there is considerable scope for further work in, for instance, gender politics and workplace politics. The latter should be illuminated by the growing volume of business archives for the period, some of them in the Business Archives Centre at Glasgow University. I wish to examine four open questions in a little more detail.

A Revolutionary Situation?

There was no revolution’, said Emanuel Shinwell in a Radio 4 interview in 1983, commenting on this book when it was first published. It may be said



1.that Shinwell in 1983 may have misremembered Shinwell in 1919;

2.that until the phrase ‘a revolutionary situation’ is satisfactorily defined, we cannot say what is and is not one.



If there was a revolutionary moment, it was in 1919. Not in 1915–16 because the anti-dilution struggle was too narrowly based and the Ministry of Munitions was in control. Not in 1922, because Labour politics were by then firmly in a parliamentarian mould. But some people on both sides perceived 1919 as a revolutionary situation. On the side of the strikers, we have to beware of hindsight. The contemporary record shows that both Gallacher and Kirkwood were appalled by the police attack on the strikers in George Square on ‘Bloody Friday’ (not very bloody, actually), and tried to move the crowd out of harm’s way. The evidence on Shinwell is more mixed. He had been the main organiser of Scargillite flying pickets and Gallacher later dropped dark hints that Shinwell was up to something insurrectionary. However, Gallacher is an untrustworthy witness.

The case that Bloody Friday could have sparked off a Glasgow socialist revolution rests on either or both of two arguments. 1) A revolution may just happen spontaneously, as did the February 1917 Revolution in Russia. 2) The government was in such a jittery state that it might have sent the tanks in the Saltmarket to break the strike, which might have resulted in deaths, which might have resulted in general insurrection. For my part, I think the string of ‘might haves’ is too conjectural to make a plausible counterfactual, but 1 can see how others might disagree.

Corporatism and the Decline of Liberalism

James Hinton is the most eloquent, though not the only, writer to expound the argument that something irreversible happened to government in 1914. As we have seen, he described the campaign to enforce dilution as ‘a vital moment in the decay of British liberalism’. But the progress of tripartite corporatism has not all been in one direction. It took a step backwards after the war, not least with the Restoration of Pre-war Practices Act 1919. After the nadir (for corporatism) of the General Strike, it cautiously edged forward with the Mond-Turner talks but did not again become established until the Second World War. From then on, it progressed steadily until the abrupt reversal of 1979. It has shown no signs as yet of reviving from this new slump.20

Alternatively, the mendacity and ruthlessness of government may not be connected with the degree of corporatism. Recent events, such as the Scott inquiry on the use of public interest immunity certificates to attempt to block the defence of the Matrix Churchill defendants, and the disgrace of former ministers Neil Hamilton and Jonathan Aitken, suggest that mendacity and other unethical behaviour may have as much to do with unchallenged single-party government as with corporatism. A sort of reverse Whiggism maintains that the standard of public life reached its highest under Mr Gladstone, began a sharp decline under Lloyd George, revived somewhat under Churchill and Attlee, and has now reached its lowest post-1841 level. I do not know whether this is true; I am not sure that I even know how one would investigate it; but it remains an open and important question.

Ecology, Regression, and the Spread of the Labour Vote

The claims I make about the spread of the Labour vote, in chapters 14 and 16 below, are based on statistical evidence. For the period 1920–22 I present a simple bivariate association between class and Labour vote, listing wards in ascending order of deviance. Thus for 1920 Cowcaddens had the lowest Labour vote compared to expectations, and North Kelvin the highest. For 1922 Kinning Park (where John MacLean stood) had the lowest, and Fairfield the highest.21 By inspection of these lists of residuals, I argue that the deviantly anti-Labour wards in 1920 were largely those with a substantial Irish and / or unskilled population, and the deviantly pro-Labour wards were those with a substantial artisan, ‘labour-aristocratic’ population. I later repeated the exercise for the Census years 1921, 1931, 1961, 1966, and 1971 (chapter 16). This time I performed a multiple regression in which I attempted to predict the Labour vote from measures of class, Catholicism, (militant) Protestantism, and prohibitionism. The results showed that class and Catholicism were always predictors of a Labour vote, and that they ran in the direction we would now expect for all Census years including 1921: the more working-class and / or Catholic a ward, the higher its Labour vote. Nothing surprising there, but a definite change from the position before 1921. The measures of militant Protestantism and of dry voting ran the other way – the more of either of these (after controlling for everything else tested), the lower the Labour vote. Thus already by 1921 the ideology of Tom Johnston and David Kirkwood – the Presbyterian activists who ensured that there were no pubs in Kirkintilloch and that the 1922 send-off meeting sang Psalm 124 – was a vote-loser for Labour.22

Statistical analysis has moved on since the 1970s. I had to grapple with home-made programs and with feeding thousands of punched cards into the Newcastle University mainframe, all for admittedly modest results which one reviewer complained ‘erupt … somewhat incomprehensibly into the text’.23 My data are in the ESRC Data Archive at the University of Essex. It would now be a relatively trivial task, occupying a few nanoseconds of processing time on a desktop computer, to reanalyse them more rigorously, in order to evaluate the claims I and others have made about the spread of electoral socialism in Glasgow.

Election results are an example of aggregate rather than survey data. For a long time, social scientists were wary of using them because of the risk of falling into the ‘ecological fallacy’. The ecological fallacy is the fallacy of making inferences about individuals when data are available only for aggregates such as ward electorates. From the fact that a high incidence of Catholic baptisms is associated, other things being equal, with a high Labour vote we cannot strictly infer that Catholics voted Labour. However, powerful multiple regression now means that this problem is minimised and ecological analysis is becoming much more popular. For an era before opinion polls it is all there is.24 Not everybody accepts my story; I hope they will test their counter-arguments against the evidence.25

Trends and Interpretations

My most formidable critic, John Foster, makes many points, only one of which I accept.26 That is that this book gives a misleading impression of industrial unrest on Clydeside between 1915 and 1922 because



1.it is too narrowly restricted to Glasgow;

2.it does not point out just how much bigger was the wave of strikes in early 1919 than everything that had gone before.



I plead guilty on both counts and readers should look at the figures in his article for a corrective. But what would follow if I had defined Red Clydeside more inclusively and / or said more about the sheer size of the 1919 strike wave? Nothing, I submit, that would reinstate anything like the traditional view. The most important fact about the strike of January 1919 is not that it had radical objectives, but that it utterly failed to achieve them (chapter 11) – a conclusion Foster does not dispute. Attempts to spread its political objectives beyond Glasgow got nowhere. And (as Foster points out), ‘it must be remembered that all stoppages in war-related industries were illegal’.27 Therefore mere numbers are not the whole story. The strikes of 1915 and 1916 were a challenge to the state in a sense that the much bigger strike of 1919 was not. The wartime strikers took more personal risks and incurred higher costs. In 1919, with their personal costs much reduced, a section of the Glasgow trade union movement struck to regain some of that very control over the workplace that they and their predecessors had got during the war and lost with the peace. They lost; probably the only thing that could have saved them would have been the incompetence and panic of the military and some of the lower reaches of the Coalition government. But had the tanks in the Saltmarket fired on anybody, it would not have been long before Lloyd George returned to control his underlings. A man who could make peace in Ireland in 1921 would have had no trouble in Glasgow in 1919.

Several critics have pointed out that this book itself contains an explanation of the poor Labour performance in the 1918 General Election in Glasgow. The explanation (pp. 154–7 below) is that registration was chaotic and turnout low. Then, it is said, there is nothing to be explained. With proper registration and a high turnout, Labour would have polled its ‘true’ strength in the General Election. Then it would have seemed all of a piece with the 1919 strike and the 1922 General Election: the break between wartime and postwar Red Clydeside does not really exist.

The trouble with this argument is that it treats Glasgow in isolation. Registration and low turnout were national factors. If they depressed the Labour vote (as they probably did), there is no reason to suppose that they depressed it more in one place than another. But Labour did worse in Glasgow than in the English conurbations in the 1918 election (Tables 13.1 and 13.2). So there is something to be explained, after all. I remain content with my explanation.

Let me conclude with a plea for tolerance and for dialogue based on the evidence. Many of the attacks on this book have been sweeping and general.28 I can live with that. They have said what they say; what they say, let them say. But unsubstantiated attacks get us nowhere. There is still work to be done on Red Clydeside, and still questions that have not been settled. Disagreement is the lifeblood of enquiry. But let those who disagree at least do their readers the courtesy of saying what they disagree with, on what grounds, and with what counter-evidence.
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Introduction

On Christmas Day 1915, Lloyd George was shouted down by an angry hall-full of munitions workers in Glasgow, and he promptly suppressed the socialist newspaper Forward for reporting the fact. On 3rd December 1918, a Marxist revolutionary called John MacLean, who had just been released from Peterhead Jail after serving only seven months of a sentence of five years’ penal servitude for sedition, was drawn through cheering crowds in a triumphal procession from Buchanan Street Station to Carlton Place. On 31st January 1919 — ‘Bloody Friday’ — a vast demonstration of unofficial strikers in front of the City Chambers in George Square was very roughly broken up by the police, and the next day six tanks lay in the Saltmarket with their guns pointing at the citizens of Glasgow. In the 1922 General Election, Labour won ten out of the fifteen seats in Glasgow, and the new M.P.s, several of them colourful leftist rebels, were given a tumultuous send-off from St. Enoch Station: ‘The singing of the The Red Flag was general’.1

From these famous scenes, and many others like them, springs the legend of Red Clydeside. It is a powerful legend, which entranced many in its own time and has continued to do so ever since. It records how Clydeside was ripe for revolution throughout the First World War; how the revolution just failed to occur in January 1919; and how some of the revolutionaries entered Parliament four years later, still determined to wipe capitalism out. It is a stirring story, which impressed frightened members of the 1918–22 Coalition Government as much as it did the revolutionaries themselves. Nevertheless, it is a legend. If Glasgow really was ripe for revolution in January 1919, why had it just sent fourteen Coalition M.P.s to Westminster, only one Labour, and none from any point further left? Throughout the war, some people on Clydeside were calling for a revolution (though not as many as later claimed to have done so); groups of workers sometimes listened to them, but only in order to protect their own group. In its first phase, Red Clydeside was not a class movement; it was an interest-group movement. That phase ended in January 1919. The second phase began with Labour gains on Glasgow Corporation starting in 1920, and culminated in the famous scenes of joy on the night of the 1922 General Election. Some actors in these scenes had also played in the wartime drama; but it was a different play. The second Red Clydeside was much more nearly a class movement than the first. Indeed, the failure of the first Red Clydeside was almost a precondition for the success of the second. The issues raised during the war did not unite the Glasgow working class; they intensified its already deep divisions.

This book is in three parts. Part I, ‘Clydeside in Wartime’, looks at the causes and effects of the first Red Clydeside. Part II, ‘From George Square to St. Enoch Square’, proceeds from its last throes, in George Square on Bloody Friday, to the dispatch of the Clyde M.P.s from St. Enoch Square in November 1922. Since the first phase of Red Clydeside cannot have been the cause of the second, this first part of the book tries to establish what was. Part III examines the impact of Red Clydeside on Glasgow and on Parliament: an impact smaller than has sometimes been claimed, but nevertheless substantial, for good and ill. John Wheatley’s Housing Act of 1924 was a product of Red Clydeside; but so are Glasgow’s awful council house ghettos.

Throughout, I use ‘Glasgow’ and ‘Clydeside’ as virtual synonyms. Careful readers will protest against this slapdash practice; my defence is that I merely follow contemporary ways. Glasgow Labour politics were very introverted. Even when socialists in Glasgow were appealing to the workers of the world, they rarely tried, and never succeeded, in getting the workers of Motherwell, nor of Paisley, to act with them. For forty miles, from Wishaw to the mouth of the Clyde, the industrial towns in the river valley are either contiguous or separated only by narrow strips of mostly indifferent farmland. Several of them had common boundaries with Glasgow and the whole conurbation was knit together by road and rail routes. (Until only a couple of years before the last tram ran in 1962, a poor man with plenty of time could still ride from Airdrie to beyond Clydebank for sixpence (2[image: Book title]p)). But none of the neighbouring towns except Clydebank was ever sucked in to the politics of Red Clydeside before 1922. After that the ‘Clydesiders’, broadly defined, represented seats scattered all over the West of Scotland, but of the half-dozen men who comprised the core Clyde group, five represented inner Glasgow seats and the sixth sat for Clydebank and Dumbarton.

Like Christopher Harvie’s classic sombre history of twentieth-century Scotland,2 this is a tale with no gods and precious few heroes. Some men and women in it, however, had an honesty and a singleness of purpose that marks them out from the crowd. This book is dedicated to the memory of three of them.


Part I

Clydeside in Wartime


1

The Industrial Environment

The industrial militancy of wartime ‘Red Clydeside’, which centred round the Clyde Workers’ Committee, originated among a small section of the industrial workers: mostly engineering craftsmen employed in the munitions industry. During the first two years of the war, these men found themselves under increasing pressure to admit unskilled men to jobs which had been open only to duly time-served craftsmen. In their resistance to this ‘dilution’ they were covertly, and at times openly, supported by the executive of their union, the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (A.S.E.).

For twenty years before the outbreak of war, ‘militancy’ in the A.S.E. had been a rather ambiguous mixture of conservatism and aggressive political radicalism:



Among the Engineers … the socialists had increased their influence by putting themselves in the forefront of an aggressive industrial movement to resist technical and organisational change. Thus socialists intent on pursuing the class war to end all privilege allied themselves with members anxious to preserve their ancient privileges against the inroads of machines, piecework and unskilled workers.1



This ambiguously revolutionary impulse produced a change in the Executive of the society at the quadrennial elections in 1896, when the old apolitical leadership was succeeded by the socialist George Barnes, who stood, inter alia, for ‘increased militancy in trade policy’.2

Many observers shared the view of the liberal economist F. W. Hirst, who wrote:



The masters have fought … against interference in regard to machinery and the claim of Trade Unionist officials to ‘boss’ their workshops … The further development of a system of this sort would of course be ruinous, and one cannot wonder that the masters were alarmed at what seemed to be only the beginning of a new policy.

These recent developments are due to the success of the Independent Labour Party in this particular society …3



Later in the same article he described the economic ‘fallacies’ which so pained him:



‘Lower the productive capacity of labour in order to absorb the unemployed!’ is the socialist idea … Mr Barnes for example … is a declared socialist, and has given himself up not only to abstract aspirations for a future millennium, but also to the advocacy of the policy involved in the special economic fallacy which we have been discussing … There is no doubt that there has been a marked change for the worse in the spirit and conduct of the engineers since the election of Mr Barnes as secretary.4



The employers were becoming more militant and better organised. During the 1890s, the Employers’ Federation of Engineering Associations came into being. One of its objects was:



to protect and defend [its] interests against combinations of workmen seeking by strikes or other action to impose unduly restrictive conditions upon any branch of the engineering trades.5



For many employers, new unionism, socialist militancy and craftsmen’s restrictionism were all the same (disagreeable) thing. As a large Tyneside employer said:



the degrading doctrines of the new unionism have so poisoned the A.S.E. as to make them as a class fully 20 per cent less valuable than they ought to be.6



In 1897, Barnes displayed his ‘new militancy’ by trying to get employers nationwide to agree to a settlement of the ‘machine question’ that the union had negotiated after a long strike in Hull: namely that machines which displaced fully skilled men should be manned by fully skilled men. The new Employers’ Federation counter-attacked fiercely by threatening to lock out all the men who made this demand. The threat was renewed later in the year when the union started a campaign for an eight-hour day. This time it was carried out. The Employers’ Federation was much more united than the unions, a number of which found various excuses for not taking any action which might harm their own members. The employers, on the other hand, showed what Clegg et al delicately call a ‘lack of fastidiousness’ in coercing firms which did not want to lock out their employees by, for instance, threatening to refuse sub-contracts to them.

In early 1898 the union had to surrender. Thereafter, Barnes and his Executive were forced to become less militant on the ‘machine question’, only to be harried by their suspicious and resentful membership. The events of 1896 were repeated in 1912, when rebels against Barnes’ regime, later confirmed in office, actually besieged and forced an entry into the union’s headquarters in Peckham.7 The new regime found the cycle moving faster still: they were seriously threatened by their rebellious members on the machine question in 1915 and had to face the tiger on which they had ridden in 1912 against Barnes, just as he had against his own predecessors in 1896.

Rank-and-file craftsmen not unnaturally were even more bitter and hostile to mechanisation after 1898 than before. Technical change was making A.S.E. members’ position much less secure by comparison with that of the unskilled and semi-skilled men in the industry. Partly as a result of the Great Depression of the 1880s and in an attempt to emulate foreign competitors, manufacturers were turning away from the production of one-off jobs depending on the skill of engineers’ precision work, towards something more like mass-production methods where much more sophisticated machine tools could enable a job to be done by men with less well-trained precision skills. Allied with this was a growing interest in the new ‘science’ of work-study and increased emphasis on planning of process and line production:



The most desultory reader of our technical journal cannot fail to be struck with the great and increasing interest which has, of late years, been taken in the internal economy of our engineering workshops … The interest which is spreading in regard to workshop economies is one of the most hopeful signs that an awakening of the new order of things is taking place … The first and greatest of all these influences is the introduction of the Premium System.8



Engineering employers also admired the new machine tools:



The main object of these modern methods … was that of reducing as far as possible the number of highly trained workmen, that is, the fitters, from the modern mechanical engineering workshop.9

Those engineers who saw … a lathe running at a high speed with a tool with its point red-hot removing a dark blue chip felt that they were witnessing the beginning of a revolution in Tool-steel and in machines fitted for its use. This revolution has now taken place.10



The machines most responsible were the capstan or turret lathe, the universal milling machine, and the grinding machine,11 all of which tended to devalue the skills of the fitters and turners who comprised the core of the A.S.E. The threat to craftsmen came from many quarters at once: ‘if privileges were to be preserved they must be defended against all comers, whether employers, unskilled workers, or other crafts’.12

As shopfloor activists in the A.S.E. saw it, ‘the introduction of unskilled labour on lathes and machines … seems to be of far too frequent occurrence’.13

In 1906 the Executive Committee (E.C.) suspended the whole Manchester District Council for supporting an unofficial strike against the introduction of ‘handymen’ to man a new lathe. A very full report of the District Committee’s case, and the E.C.’s reply, complete with a photograph of the offending machine, was produced. Inter alia, the District claimed:



The time has arrived when the engineering industry shall cease to be the happy hunting grounds of the handyman,



and the E.C. retorted,



Council do not accept the soft impeachment (sic) that they have adopted a peace-at-any-price policy, and strongly resent same, which the progress made during the past few years fully disproves.14



In engineering most unskilled and semi-skilled workers who became unionised joined the Workers’ Union, a ‘New Union’ founded in 1898; in Glasgow another general union catering for them was the National Amalgamated Union of Labour.15 The rank and file of the A.S.E. actively resented the unskilled men and their unions. During a strike in 1913, the local A.S.E. delegate reported:



The workers’ union16 is not so much directing the strikes as following them, and is making members by the thousand. Men who have resisted all inducements to join the skilled unions for which they are eligible are paying their shilling entrance fee and consider themselves Trade Unionists as soon as they can get a button in their coats.



He went on to criticise undercutting fitters, turners and smiths who:



having been thrown into a struggle they did not seek expect to be hailed as valiant warriors and to purchase their place among the elect for a shilling entrance fee and 3d a week contribution.17



The 1901 Delegate Meeting (the four-yearly supreme legislative body of the union at that time) decided to open a Machinists’ Section for men who had been in the trade for at least two years and received at least 75% of the standard district rate. But resolutions from branches opposing this flooded into the Delegate Meeting while it was still sitting, and



the new rule … while not withdrawn was largely inoperative. Only 4,000 had been recruited into this section by 1904.18



In 1912, ‘Section F’ of the A.S.E. was formed for unskilled labourers in the industry, but it met with similar opposition, and was abolished in 1917.19

During the First World War, all the stresses inherent in this position were vastly increased. The pressure of war conditions accelerated innovation, and greatly enlarged the amount of mass production of armaments. The greatest single fear of the engineers was that it would not be possible to restore the previous ascendancy of skilled workers after the war, and many were therefore deeply suspicious of the ‘Treasury Agreement’ negotiated between the Government and the Executives of the A.S.E. and the other engineering unions in March 1915. In this agreement the unions promised to ban all strikes for the duration of the war, and added:



the workmen’s representatives at the Conference are of opinion that during the war period the relaxation of the present trade practices is imperative, and that each union be recommended to take into favourable consideration such changes in working conditions or trade customs as may be necessary with a view to accelerating the output of war munitions or equipments.20



But this concession was to be offered on the strict understanding that the government would legislate to restore pre-war practices at the end of the war. J. T. Murphy, the most percipient of the wartime shop stewards, recalled his suspicious reception of this in a discussion with F. S. Button, a member of the A.S.E. Executive:



Did he not think that the Executive Council and the Government were regarding us as very credulous beings when they asked us to believe that all the new machinery, all the new processes of production, and all the new labour which we have trained to work at cheaper rates than ourselves, would be discarded, and the shops reorganised on the 1914 pattern?

He replied most adroitly that ‘it was not good to try to look too far ahead and we had better let the future look after itself. The immediate fact was that we had the pledged and written signature of the Government that the pre-war conditions of the skilled workers should be restored, and to that pledge we must hold them.’21



Furthermore, the insecurity felt by the skilled men was supplemented through the disparity between piece and time rates. Another Sheffield veteran recalled:



Men came in and were put on repetition jobs. They smashed the machinery. Nothing mattered, only their huge wage at the weekend. The skilled men had to keep the machinery going and all for the weekly daywork rate. We said we were entitled to something apart from the ordinary daywork rate.22



The machine-tool revolution, speeded up by the. war, accentuated the role of the skilled man as the one who set up jobs for others to do.

Much of the wartime industrial unrest thus concerned the private interests of the skilled engineers in competition with other sections of the workforce, including the unskilled in the same trade. To become a revolutionary movement, it needed to have grafted on a separate political ideology which far transcended these conservative aims. The evidence for the existence of such an ideology needs to be carefully scrutinised.

A number of descriptions of the course of industrial unrest on the Clyde in the First World War have appeared in print. Those offered by prominent participants23 suffer from the authors’ natural desire to stress both their own roles and the revolutionary credentials of the movement. They also frequently contradict each other on factual details. Reference to the contemporary Press is not always as helpful as might be supposed, for reasons of wartime censorship, or the fear of reprisals. The principal socialist journal in the West of Scotland, the Forward, was very reluctant to comment on industrial affairs, justifying itself by reference to the Defence of the Realm restrictions introduced in December 1914:



Now the net has been drawn still tighter we must cut our cloth accordingly. The alternative to that is suspension of publication and confiscation and destruction of our printers’ plant, plus penal servitude for life. The living dog is of more use to the working class than the dead lion. Verb, sap.24



When the first major strike of the war took place, the Forward proceeded very cautiously:



For reasons which seemed sufficient and wise to us, we took no part whatever in urging the engineers in the West of Scodand either to strike, or when once they had struck to persist in striking … We originally took up the position that however much we disagreed with, and would criticise, the policies and practices of our capitalist governors which eventuated in this war, we would not give any excuse for the suppression of such criticism by the publishing of anything that would affect the military defence of this country. The engineers’ strike clearly came into such a category of forbidden subjects.25



The Forward actually had less to say about the strike than Glasgow’s two daily papers, the Glasgow Herald and the Daily Record, and they did not have a great deal.

When war broke out, discussions between the engineering employers and the A.S.E. were actually in progress on renegotiation of the district time rates. On 7th December 1914 the A.S.E., together with the Allied Trades Committee representing the other unions in engineering, presented a demand to the employers for 2d an hour on the basic rate for all engineers in the north-west of England and in Scotland.26 In February 1915 the employers and the union executive jointly offered a war bonus of [image: Book title]d an hour and 7[image: Book title]% on piece rates. This was widely regarded as unsatisfactory in view of the abrupt rise in food prices which had already occurred. In addition William Weir, the most anti-union of the big Glasgow engineering employers, was a keen exponent of work-study and American speeding-up techniques labelled Taylorism’.27 Early in 1915, he introduced to his Cathcart works a number of American engineers at a bonus of 6/- per week as part of an open campaign against his own craftsmen and their union. An A.S.E. member at Cathcart complained to Lloyd George on Christmas Day 1915 that in the previous twelve years the following catalogue of operations had been ‘taken from turners’:



pump rods, roughing piston rods, rocking levers, shafts, columns, glands, neck rings, pump lever and washers, valve chest end and bottom doors, locks for piston valves, and some chest covers.28



Taylorism had been resisted by local representatives of the A.S.E. in most places where it had been introduced, one delegate calling it ‘one of the last stages of lunacy’.29 The Weir’s men had eventually swallowed Taylorism, but were not prepared to swallow the American engineers, and about 2000 of them struck in mid-February 1915. Ultimately they were joined by engineers from about twenty plants to a total of between 8000 and 10,00030 striking for the original 2d an hour wage claim. While the strike was in progress the A.S.E. members in the district voted, on a ballot conducted by the Executive, by 8926 votes out of 9755 to reject the [image: Book title]d an hour offer.31 The A.S.E., both locally and nationally, refused to recognise the strike:



the Glasgow District Committee of the A.S.E. have expressed their entire disapproval of the course which their members have taken,32



and it paid no strike benefit. Nevertheless, the position was very confused, and William Gallacher later claimed that the strike was official because he, an official of his union, took part.33 This sort of uncertainty was inherent in the nature of unionism in the industry at this time. Three sorts of unions were involved: first, the A.S.E., a large national organisation; secondly, a number of specialist national organisations such as the Steam Engine Makers’ Society; and thirdly, some small local craft unions, such as Gallacher’s West of Scotland Brassfinishers and the United Ironmoulders of Scotland. In all of these, there was tension between a militant membership and the demand from above for co-operation in the war effort, but it was resolved in different ways. The A.S.E., for which the Clyde had previously been a trouble-some district whose District Committee had had to be suspended,34 possessed at this time a very co-operative group of local officials. These naturally provoked the fury of the militants,35 and eventually the compromising Sam Bunton was replaced by the militant Harry Hopkins as full-time District Secretary.36 This lessened the tension between local officials and members at the cost of reopening it between local officials and Executive, and the District Committee was again suspended in 1919.37

In the small Scottish unions, however, it was easier for militants to attain positions of real responsibility. Thus Tom Bell became President of the Scottish Iron Moulders’ Union.38 The constraint on these unions, however, was financial. They were much less able than the A.S.E. to weather a local strike because a higher proportion of their membership would be demanding strike pay. They had not the resilience of large unions in adversity, and most of them were swallowed up in the enlargement of the A.S.E. in 1920. It is very doubtful whether they actually had the resources to pay strike benefits to their members in the February 1915 strike.

From the beginning of March the men started to drift back to work, perhaps ‘inflamed by the strength of public opinion against them’.39 For the first of many times during the war, the Clydeside engineers were to find that it was very easy for opponents to damn them as unpatriotic. On this occasion Lloyd George led the attack:
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