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| NINETEEN-THIRTEEN
—ITS SIGNIFICANCE

By WILLIAM OBRIEN,

Secretary, Dublin Lock-out Commitiee. 1913.
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NINETEEN-THIRTEEN—-ITS SIGNIFICANCE.

It is twenty-one years ago now since the epoch-
making struggle of the Dublin workers -against the
attempt of the Dublin employers to destroy militant
trade unionism in the Capital.

It is worth while, therefore, to look back to those
years because they mark a definite pericd in the his-
tory of the working-class movement in Ireland. What
is quite truthfully called the Labour War of 1913 was
the biggest and most extensive struggle in the whole
history of the Irish Labour Movement, and its
memories and effects are still felt within our ranks.
Indeed in some respects it was one of the greatest
events in the history of Labour in these islands, and
undoubtedly the year 1918 made a red-letter mark in
the annals of the entire Trade Union movement. At
the height of the struggle no less a number than 20,000
wage-earners were directly involved in the city. When
the dependents of these wage-earners are caleulated it
will be found that the strugggle affected fully 100,000
men, women and children, and at the time these
numbered more than one-quarter of the whole popula-
tion of the Capital. The struggle began in August,
1918—Horse Show Week—and the fight lasted until
the end of January, 1914, just six months before the
outbreak of the War. '

The Employers’ Challenge.

No question of wages or hours was involved. For
some years in Dublin, Belfast, Cork, and a few other
centres, the Irish Transport and General Workers’
Union had been developing a new and militant defen-
sive and offensive policy with its slogan: “An injury
to one is the concern of all.”’ It had from time to time
uged the weapon of the sympathetic strike. James
Connolly has defined the sympathetic strike in the
following terms :s-

“Tt is the recognition by the Working Clags of
its essential unity, the manifestation in our daily
industrial relations that our brother’s fight is our
fight, our sister’s troubles are our troubles, that
we are all members one of another. In practical
operation it means that when any body of work-
ers are in conflict with their employers, that all
other workers should co-operate with them in
attempting to bring that particular employer to
reason by refusing to handle his goods. That, in
fact, every employer who does not consent to
treat his workpeople upon a civilised basis should
be treated as an enemy of civilisation, and placed
and kept outside the amenities and facilities
offered by civilised communities. In other words,
that he and his should be made tabu, treated as
unclean, as tainted, and therefore likely to con-
taminate all others. The idea is not new. It is
ag old as humanity."”

Recognising that sooner or later an organisation
with a policy like this would become master on the
industrial field, the leading employers of Dublin made
up their minds to crush the Trish Transport and
General Workers’ Union before it conld be strong
enough to reach its goal.

The Challenge Accepted.

Tor some months in the summer of 1913 the Union
had been active amongst the employees of the Dublin
United Tramway Company, who were enfirely un-
organised, and as a result the Company took steps to
dismiss any employee who was known to have joined
the Union. The number victimised in this way grew
from week to week, and, after the Company had made
it, clear that it would refuse to recognise or negotiate
with the Union, a strike commenced on the morning
of the first day of the Horse Show. This was nothing
more than the taking up by organised workers of the
challenge thrown down by the employers. The issue
was immediately knit. Without ambiguity or equivo-
cation the sole question was the right of workers to be
members of the Irish Transport and General Workers’
Union. It was on this issue that the titanic six months’
stiruggle wag fought oub. It was one of the greatest
issues that could ever face the Union, and the feeling
of the progressive elements in working-class Dublin
was thab it must be fought out to a finish, and fought
out it was.

Both workers and employers adopted the policy of
sympathetic action—the employers by locking out
workers, and the workers by calling out other workers
not directly involved. During the struggle this use of

. sympathetic action was one of the things which

brought upon the workers the wildest and bitterest de-
nunciation of the master-class, but as Connolly had
said, there are many instances in history, including
the history of Ireland, in which similar weapons had
been used.

The Document.

Tour hundred Dublin employers combined in mass
formation in a combination in which they pledged
themselves to stand together solidly in compelling the
workers to sign the mnotorious °‘document.” The
“ Jocument ** was nothing new, of course, in the his-
tory of trade union struggles, but the growing strength
of trade unionism everywhere had long since made it
out of date. The Dublin employers brought it info
use again, In this instance the document 7’ was a
signed undertaking that men and women who were
members of the Irish Transport and General Workers’
Union should give up their membership of the Union,
and that workers who were not members of the Union
should not join it. This action was so outrageous that
it not only inspired the Dublin workers to putup a most
heroic resistance, but also aroused the righteous indig-
nation of the best thinkers in the country. An example
of that was given in the famous open letter of the
Post and Economist, ‘A.E.” (George Russell) ““To
the Masters of Dublin.”” “A.E.” wrote:—

““We read in the Dark Ages of the rack and
thumb screw. But these iniquities were hidden
and concealed from the knowledge of men in
dungeons and torture chambers. Even in the
Dark Ages humanity could not endure the sight
of such suffering, and it learnt of such misuses of
power by slow degrees, through rumour, and when



it was certain it razed its Bastilles to their founda-
tions. Tt remained for the twentieth century and
the capital city of Ireland to see an oligarchy of
four hundred masters deciding openly upon
starving one hundred thousand people, and re-

fusing to consider any solution except that fixed

by their pride. You, masbers, asked men to do
that which masters of labour in any other city in
these islands had not dared to do. You insolently
demanded of those men who were members of a
trade union that they should resign from thab
union; and from those who were not members
you insisted on a vow that they would never join
it. Your insolence and ignorance of the rights
conceded to workers universally in the modern
world were incredible, and as great as your in-
humanity.”

Throughout the whole struggle the combination of
Dublin employers had the valuable support of the
British Government forces in Ireland, armed and un-
armed, law, police, military, and prison. From time
to time one or other section of these forces was
brought info action against the workers. The police
not only protected black-legs but as well foreibly broke
up meetings, raided the working-class quarters and
batoned two workers to death—James Nolan and
John Byrne—and imprisoned leaders of the Irish
Transport and of other Unions and hundreds of the
workers.

A Magnificent Response.

As the conflict got fiercer it involved more and more
workers and unions. The spirited resistance of the
workers attracted attention all over the world. The
united stand of the Dublin workers and their unions
made a magnificent fighting front, and the splendid
solidarity and fighting spirit compelled the admira-
tion, and not-only the admiration, but the help of
organised and unorganised workers all over the globe.
There was scarcely & country in which workers were
organised in Europe, America, Australia and Africa
from which contributions to the strike funds did not
come. For a period these subseriptions to the * War
Chest ”’ exceeded £1,000 per day, and the total sub-
seribed amounted to over £150,000. In Great Britain
the Miners’ Federation alone subscribed £1,000 a week
for several months. The brutality of the police raised
sympathy for the workers everywhere, and it was
brutality never surpassed in the history of Dublin.
Mountjoy was full of vietims. The D.M.P. were re-
inforced by the R.I.C. and even by the Military.
Effort after effort was made in Dublin to induce the
employers to come to terms. Protest after protest
was made against the Government handling of the
situation. On one occasion, the famous “‘ Bloody
Sunday,”’ 0’Connell Street almost ran red with blood
when many innocent passers-by who were taking no
part in the proclaimed meeting felt the full force of
the batons of the police who had literally run amok.
One of the witnesses of this wild scene was a British
Tiberal M.P., for whom it was something new and
startling to find a Liberal Government acting as the

agent of tyrannical and despotic employers in Ireland
in their campaign to prevent workeérs from joining the
union of their choice.

The British Trade Union Congress sent over a dele-
gation of six to investigate and report; it also organ-
ised financial assistance for those locked out and their
families. In Great Britain, Irish and British workers
took up the cause enthusiastically, and both officially
and unofficially supplemented the fighting funds. The
great Co-operative movement too gave its ready and
willing assistance, and a series of food ships arrived in
Dub?n as if the city were under siege and required
relief.

The Ban Continued.

The representatives of the British Trade Union Con-
gress meb representatives of the employers and after-
wards representatives of the Dublin workers joined
the conference. The working-class representatives
made reasonable proposals, but these were met by
what was justly described by an onlooker not involved
in the dispute, as ‘ preposterous ”’ and * impossible,”’
and in effect the Dublin employers said that they had
no objection to the workers belonging to a trade union
provided it were ‘‘decent’ and ‘‘respectable.” In
other words, they wanted the union which they would
graciously permit their employees to join, to be
“tame,” subservient and servile. But under no
circumstances would they agree to withdraw the
““ docurnent,”” or to allow the workers to join the Irish
Transport and General Workers’ Union. It reminds
me of the story told of Cromwell when he came to
Ireland. Cromwell issued to the Irish people, the
overwhelming majority of whom were Catholic, a pro-
clamation. In this proclamation he said: **1 will
allow full liberty of conscience, but the Mags T will
not tolerate.” Tt was exactly the same with the
Dublin employers. They would let the workers join
any union except the union the workers wanbed to
join; the Union which they felt could defend their
interest and win for them the wages and conditions
they so badly needed.

Tn the end the long struggle terminated, as it ap-
peared, unsuccessfully. For the moment neither side
could claim victory. Writing in November of 1914
James Connolly summed it up :—

“ The battle was a drawn battle. The employ-
ers, despite their Napoleonic plan of campaign, and
their more than Napoleonic ruthlessness and un-
serupulous use of foul means, were unable o en-
force their document, unable to camry on their
business without men and women who remained
loyal to their Unions. The workers were unable
to force the employers to a formal recognition of
the Union, and to give preference to organised
labour. _

“Trom the effects of this drawn battle both

sides are still bearing heavy scars. How deep
those scars are none will ever reveal.

““ Bub the working-class has lost none of its
aggressiveness, none of its confidence, none of
its hope in the ultimate triumph. No traitor



amongst the ranks of that clags hag permanently
gained, even materially, by his or her treachery.
The flag of the Irish Transport and General Work-
ers’ Union still flies proudly in the van of the
Irish Werking Class, and that working class still
marches proudly and defiantly at the head of the
gathering hosts who stand for a regenerated
nation, resting upon a people industrially free.”

BEven the London Times said: ““The Irish Transport
and General Workers’ Union cannot be destroyed.”
The Irish Times declared that the workers’ resistance
had been a revolt against infolerable conditions.

Regeneration.

The workers had indeed to go back to work swallow-
ing their pride and accepting the bosses’ conditions,
but only with the greatest reluctance, and with the
determination to cast off the yoke as soon as they
became strong enough to do so. The fight had aroused
a splendid fighting spirit in the Labour forces and
within & comparatively short time the fruits of the
struggle were gathered. The World War broke ouf in
August, 1914, just a year after the opening of the big
industrial war. James Connolly soon took charge and
rallied the remnants of the Union around him, com-
pelling employer atter employer not only to recognise
the Union again but under the new circumstances
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brought about by the War, to concede wages and con-
ditions they had stubbornly resisted before. With the
Irish Citizen Army which had been organised as a
workers’ Protective Force during the sfruggle of 1913-
'14, he forced the Insurrection of Easter Week, 1916.
Within three years of the close of the dispute the Irish
Transport and General Workers” Union had spread all
over Ireland as a result of the events of Easter Week,
the execution of Connolly, and the situation caused
by the European War. From a small organisation
confined to Dublin and less than half a dozen other
cenfres, it became an all-Ireland Organisation, the
largest, strongest, most powerful and most effective
in all Treland, and it still retaing that position.

But the 1913 struggle had an even greater signifi-
cance than its effect on the ITrish Transport Union and
on trade unionism generally in Treland. It laid, in
fact, the foundation on which the present Labour
movement was built and now rests. There had been
indeed here and there in Dublin, Belfagt, and some
other cities, a small Socialist and Labour Movement
organised politically, but comparatively speaking it
was very small in relation to the entire population,
and even to the numerical strength of the trade union
movement in Ireland. The fight of 1913 gave it a
history, something o look back on with pride, some-
thing on which to build up with hope in the future.

NI SAOIRSE GAN SAOIRSE LUCHT OIBRE.

JAMES CONNOLLY WROTE OF THE IRISH TRANSPORT AND
GENERAL WORKERS' UNION:—

“IT FOUND THE WORKERS OF IRELAND ON THEIR KNEES,
AND HAS STRIVEN TO RAISE THEM TO THE ERECT POSITION OF
MANHOOD; IT FOUND THEM WITH ALL THE VICES OF SLAVERY
IN THEIR SOULS, AND IT STROVE TO ERADICATE THESE VICES AND
REPLACE THEM WITH SOME OF THE VIRTUES OF FREE MEN; IT
FOUND THEM WITH NO OTHER WEAPONS OF DEFENCE THAN THE
ARTS OF THE LIAR, THE LICK-SPITTLE AND THE TOADY, AND IT
COMBINED THEM AND TAUGHT THEM TO ABHOR THESE ARTS AND
RELY PROUDLY ON THE DEFENSIVE POWER OF COMBINATION.”




