
I am privileged to know that Comrade Brendan Byrne 
regarded me as one of his very many friends, and even 
more privileged because he was actually prepared to ad-
mit it.  

It is entirely appropriate that ILHS would avail of the op-
portunity presented by the launch of this translation of 
Eugene Downings short book, to reflect on the memory of 
his nephew Brendan, a past President, regular contributor, 
and a very special person, who was most anxious to see 
the work published.  

The Brendan I knew was first and foremost an intellectu-
ally convinced Social Democrat in the context of the evo-
lution of the original meaning of the term which emerged 
with the First International in the 1860’s, rather than in 
the way it has come to be misunderstood, misrepresent-
ed, and often cynically misused today.  

In saying that, I am conscious that others among his 
friends, comrades and contemporaries would highlight 
other aspects of his character,  e.g., his profound integrity, 
his essential decency, his relentless work ethic, his all-
embracing humanity, his strict adherence to the primacy 
of reason, and his universal insistence on, as Noel Dowling 
put it in his very poignant funeral oration, -‘always playing 
the ball and never the man’.  

However, I am asserting the primacy of his deeply held 
intellectually evolved Social Democratic conviction in de-
fining his character, because it permeated every aspect of 
his being. Of course, I fully acknowledge that it was his 
essential humanity that took him to it.  

Indeed, in the way that it is sometimes said of a person 
of a deeply held religious persuasion, that ‘they didn’t just 
talk the talk, they walked the walk’, Brendan ‘walked the 
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walk’ of a convinced Social Democrat, (now perhaps 
better understood as ‘Democratic Socialist’), every single 
day of his life, to the very, very end.  

Of course, Brendan’s route map for life was not based 
on any irrationally conceived ‘belief system’, but on its 
diametrical opposite,  on a decidedly rational, historically 
informed, empirically based formula for the ultimate re-
alisation of the potential of humanity.  

This was reflected in;  

¨ His complete absence of ego, or any inclination to 
strut about, (a characteristic which afflicts more than a 
few of those who aspire to prominence in the Labour 
Movement),  

¨ His consultative, rather than autocratic or dictatorial 
style of leadership,  

¨ His essential willingness to trust his younger col-
leagues, as well as shop stewards and willing activists 
and his capacity to mine the best from the depths of 
their being,  

¨ His quite unflappable, unthreatening, but firmly reso-
lute approach to conflictual engagement with oppo-
nents in either the political or industrial fields,  

¨ skilfully sequentially marshalling his arguments from 
his vast reservoir of knowledge, towards the conclu-
sion he would have identified some distance out,  

¨ His profound respect for opponents on any side,  

¨ which apart from serving the objective of finding reso-
lutions for some of the most intractable and most diffi-
cult industrial disputes, invariably won him the re-
spect, trust and even affection on all sides,  
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¨ His assiduously imaginative and often innovative ap-
proach to his work as a trade unionist, political activ-
ist, historian and sometimes author,  

¨ His inner true grit and capacity to maintain decidedly 
unpopular stances, based on his assessment of the 
primacy of the medium and longer-term interests of 
union members and working people generally, often in 
face of relentless hostility down to the isolation of be-
ing more than once in a minority of one,  

¨ His perpetually warm, friendly, outgoing demeanour 
and his capacity to ‘connect’ with everyone he met,  

¨ His intrinsic hopefulness,  

¨ even in the worst of times,  

¨ And dare I say it, even in his deeply loving relationship 
with Collette and their family; Elisabeth, Shona, James, 
and Greg, which was so much in evidence in their pro-
found grief at his funeral.  

It was this rationally based, intellectually Social Demo-
cratic belief system that fortified him, enabling him to 
continue to occupy a key leadership role as Secretary of 
the pivotal Dublin No. 14 Branch of the IT&GWU and  
later SIPTU, which organised in the Electronics and Engi-
neering Sectors. More than once, Brendan was called 
upon to hold ‘the centre of the ring’ in deeply complex, 
bitter, industrial disputes in what were then major em-
ployments such as Packard Electric, Unidare, and a num-
ber of others, often in aggressively competitive multi-
union cauldrons.  

Amidst it all he was able to remain firmly tethered to 
core Trade Union principles, such as in the battle for 
equal treatment by the predominantly female part-time 
workers in Packard during the late 1980’s, whose cause 
the IT&GWU championed despite the opposition of 
many of their male colleagues among the full-time work-
force and the resultant loss of a large number of mem-
bers to a competitor union. And it was key to his success-
fully navigating the taught contours of the intense politi-
cal adversities which presented when he was charged 
with leading the newly merged No’s 13 and 14 Branches 
of the Union, after the Leadership of the day wound up 
No. 13 because there were too many Communists in it 
who were deemed too critical of the Union authorities,  
notwithstanding the fact that two of his newly acquired 
Asst. Br. Secs. were then active members of the same CP.  

A summary perusal of the obituary piece by Mike Jen-
nings and Francis Devine which is pending publication in 
Saothar, highlights details of some of Brendan’s many 
and varied contributions at the IT&GWU and later SIPTU 

Conferences, particularly throughout the 1980’s. Viewed 
in hindsight they reveal an extraordinary prescience.  

The record shows him,  

¨ opposing withdrawal from the EEC,  

¨ defending the Anglo-Irish Agreement, opposing political 
violence and arguing for an accommodation for Union-
ism,  

¨ promoting the Vredeling Directive on Worker Participa-
tion in the multi-national sector, 

¨ calling for a national universal second pillar pension 
scheme,  

¨ advocating changes in the Social Welfare Appeals pro-
cedure,  

¨ envisaging the decline of traditional manufacturing,  

¨ urging the establishment of a number of technological 
colleges,  

¨ and even as early as 1988 envisaging the arrival of the 
scourge of Labour Only sub-contracting. 

He firmly and courageously opposed motions calling for 
disaffiliation from the Labour Party which was then suffo-
cating while hopelessly outnumbered in a FG dominated 
coalition in the throes of the deep economic crisis of the 
1980’s.  

I think its worth quoting what he said,  

‘We should not write off the Labour Party yet. The mis-
take we make is we let it become the property of the Par-
liamentary Party. It is not their Party, it is our Party, and if 
we want to save it from the Parliamentarians we should 
reassert the power of the unions within the party organi-
sation, but that takes hard work and commitment from 
every member.’  

(He might have had some chance of being listened to if 
he’d left out the bit about hard work and commitment).  

Of course, Brendan himself was no armchair commenta-
tor. He was a lifelong and very active member of the La-
bour Party, serving as a branch secretary in Harolds Cross 
and as Constituency Chairperson, contesting local and 
general elections as a candidate and serving on Dublin 
Corporation for a period.  

This scion of a Dublin Working Class household forged in 
the harsh economic wasteland of the 1950’s and doubt-
lessly influenced by his close relationship with his Uncle 
Eugene, a class conscious Communist veteran of the Span-
ish Civil War, as well as contact in the early years with his 
Grand Uncle Greg, who had fought in both the War of In-
dependence and the Civil War, was an immensely intelli-
gent man. Although he left formal education at about   



Inter-Cert level, Brendan was self-educated and a studi-
ous bibliophile from childhood. He always found time for 
books, on politics, history, economics, and literature, 
theatre, and music as well.  

He accumulated literally thousands of books through-
out his long and very active life. He was a subscriber to 
the London Review of Books, uniquely and meticulously 
indulging in the habit of painstakingly photocopying ex-
tracts and posting them individually to an extensive array 
of comrades, friends, and contacts entirely at his own 
expense. To quote himself he sometimes ‘dabbled with 
the pen’ producing short biographies of Bill O’Brien, 
Micky Mullen and Jack Jones, as well as countless articles 
and indeed poems and even plays.  

Here in his insatiable quest for knowledge lay the se-
cret to his apparent prescience, for while indulging his 
obsession he was keenly alert to interpret the echoes of 
the future.  

But notwithstanding his sensitivity to the signals 
emitting from days yet to come, it was perhaps in his 
understanding of the importance and role of history that 
the sheer measure of his intellectual depth was most 
illuminated. His obsession with it was no mere ‘interest’ 
or ‘hobby’. He did not see it, as others do, as some kind 
of summary of the sequence of past events.  

Brendan would have utterly rejected any notion of ab-
solute historical determinism, and always insisted that 
individuals and political parties and movements are ulti-
mately responsible for the decisions they make and fail 
to make. However, he would equally have insisted on the 
primacy of the dynamics of history in framing the param-
eters within which they do so. And so, he relentlessly 
mined the pages for the lessons it provides and perhaps 
more importantly endlessly struggled to promulgate 
them across the Labour Movement.  

And I think this too explains his commitment to the 
1913 Lockout Tapestry Project along with Padraig Yeates, 
Mick Halpenny and Joe O’Flynn and indeed to the ILHS, 
which he was proud to serve as Treasurer between 2003 
- 2007 and as President from 2007 - 2013.  

I referenced Brendan’s total absence of ego earlier and 
pointed out that he never ever strutted about. He would 
never have indulged in the primal practice of seeking to 
enhance himself at the expense of his contemporaries. 
Brendan was a far bigger man than that. In any event, he 
never needed to, because of the inner confidence he 
derived from the depths of his character. Brendan was 
comfortable with himself. But also, because such primal 
indulgence would have been utterly repugnant to his 

core Social Democratic belief system, his world view, 
which was ultimately based on the potential of our col-
lective solidarity as the human species.  

Earlier too, I referred to him as a ‘Special Person’. Com-
rade Brendan Byrne was a ‘Special Person,’ because he 
was a simply wonderful human being who lived a full and 
useful life and left the world a better place. All of us who 
were privileged to know him are diminished by his pass-
ing, but we are nonetheless inspired by the route map of 
his life.  

Salute 
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