
Brushmakers’ Union Records. 

In 2020, Francis Devine published an article in the Dublin Historical Record about the  

brushmakers unions in Ireland in the period 1839 to 1955.  Devine recorded that Irish 

brushmakers were organised in unions from at least the 1830s, eventually merging with the 

British-based National Society of Brushmakers. The Brushmakers affiliated to the Irish Trades 

Union Congress and Dublin Trades Council and their concerns can be traced in these bodies’ 

reports. In addition, a letter from long-standing Dublin Brushmakers’ Secretary, William 

Murphy in the Working Class Movement Library in Salford, describes the Society’s first 

banner and the Urban Folklore Project, collected by UCD’s Department of Folklore, contains 

an interview with a brushmaker, shedding light on what had become a rapidly disappearing 

trade. Among the Mount Street Club Papers held in Pearse Street Library are two minute 

books of the Brushmakers’ Society.  

The first report of the Irish Trade Union Congress in 1894, contained a description of the 

Brushmakers Union banner which matches the image in the accompanying photograph. 

 

 

Together, these sources permit glimpses of brushmakers’ activities in Ireland. An additional 

record, covering the period 1914 – 1918, has now been donated to the Irish labour History 

Society by Dr. Orlaigh Quinn whose father and grandfather were members of the 

Brushmakers Union. The trade and the union had a strong pattern of families recurring in the 

records. For example, Bernard Quinn took over his father’s job in 1936 at the age of 14 on 



the death of Bernard senior. A prominent activist in the Brushmakers’ Society, Edward (Ned 

Tucker) was preceded by family members, James and Joseph Tucker.  

Orlaigh Quinn’s donation is an unemployment benefit book of the Uk headquartered United 

Society of Brushmakers.  

 

The first entry for 6th June 1914 is for Edward Tucker who was unemployed for six days and 

was paid ten shillings for the week. The only other member claiming unemployment benefit 

that week was Sidney Pickett, who was also paid ten shillings. The two were unemployed for 

the rest of June but Tucker obviously secured employment in July as he disappears from the 

list. Tucker reappears on the 3rd March 1917 and a James Tucker appears the following week. 

Bernard Quinn is also listed as a claimant on the 10th March 1917. 

The book also includes a running total of payments and in May 1918 female income was 

identified as a separate item for the first time. For many years, women were barely tolerated 

and were not organised as they were seen to undermine the male craft rate. As female 

participation in the workforce and in the various unions increased during the First World 

War, craft unions had to recognise that women were becoming a permanent feature of the 

workforce. By 1919, Devine recorded that Union General Secretary Porter ‘enclosed money 

for two Maternity claims’ in correspondence with William Murphy. On 13 June 1920, two 

female members, Miss Ward and Mrs Donaghy were elected to a union strike committee.  

 



The recent donation complements the other records of the Society, bringing additional detail 

to the intermittent employment pattern of members and the substantial amounts of union 

funds expended on mutual support. The Brushmakers Society survived as a distinct union in 

Ireland until it commenced a merger with the Workers Union of Ireland in 1955, concluding 

the process in 1958. 
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