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The Dublin Trades Hall — Capel Street.

The Dublin Trades Council was established in 1886 with an initial affiliation from twenty-five
unions and branches, almost exclusively from craft unions. It grew rapidly, reaching seventy
affiliated unions and branches with 15,000 members by the early 1890’s. In 1890, the Trades
Council acquired a large building in Capel Street. Today, it’s address is 114-116 Capel Street.
The building was in recent years in use as an antiques shop by the Oman family. By
coincidence, the Oman family had links to the establishment of the Trades Council in the
1880’s and the Irish Citizen Army in 1913 and 1916. The premises was built in 1871 as a
Belleek China showroom and remodelled as the Dublin Coffee Tavern Co in 1879.

The Trades Hall was more than a meeting place for the Trades Council and its affiliates.
Described as a magnificent building, it contained a large theatre, council chamber, billiard
room, library and bar. Some of the original library collection is in the possession of the ILHS,
including copies of the Irish Builder Journal and the collected works of Jonathan Swift. The
ILHS Archive contains two inventories of the contents of the library, one listed in a 1931 diary
but the one described here is from an earlier date.
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The books are listed in handwritten form and are listed in alphabetical format under the
author’s name. The books listed in the 1931 diary show the significant overlap in the
contents of the library but the order from the earlier listings was lost.
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The Trades Council letterhead from the period contains imagery of the facilities in the

premises, including the library.




The guarantors for the purchase of the building in 1890 were Patrick Sheeran esq., William
Field MP, a ‘Labour — Nationalist’ Parnellite politician who attended the first two ITUC
Congresses on behalf of a Kildare Agricultural Labourers Union and Joseph Meade, a
Parnellite politician who was to become a Lord Mayor of Dublin. Meade was a major builder
and tenement landlord who, at one stage, owned nine houses in Henrietta Street, converting
the original Georgian buildings into tenement buildings.

The Trades Hall was the venue of the first Congress of the Irish Trade Union Congress in 1894
and the first annual report of the ITUC contained a detailed history of the early years of the
Dublin Trades Council with details of the Trades Hall. The Trades Hall was a significant venue
during the 1913 lockout and it provided a base for the ITGWU following the destruction of
Liberty Hall during the 1916 Rising.

When the Trades Council split in the 1920’s, it emerged that legally, the Trades Hall remained
the property of the original, smaller Trades Council, defeating the claim of the larger
breakaway entity, the Dublin Workers Council. The Workers Council eventually purchased
property in Gardiner Street, the location of today’s Trades Council. The Capel Street
premises was sold in the 1930’s, some years after the reunification of the two rival union
organisations. It was operated as the Torch Theatre from 1935 to 1941.
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Sources;

ITUC Annual Report 1894 which is on the ILHS website.

Cody et al The Parliament of Labour 1986.

The Parliament of Labour — Dublin Civic Museum exhibition catalogue 1986

https://www.buildingsofireland.ie/buildings-search/building/50010566/oman-antique-
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