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"I was paid off at the side by a man from off the Clyde, 
And four pound ten a month it was me pay . . ."

("Maggie May")

"T7OUR pound ten a month" was the wage rate of a sailor on 
JL an ordinary cargo vessel in June 1911, and the seamen 

wanted 10/- more.
From this arose a complicated and tremendous movement 

which convulsed Merseyside for at least seventy-two days; a 
movement which was an interwoven complex of several strikes 
involving at one time or another every section of transport 
workers in the port, and culminating in a general strike of all 
sections; a movement which was at the same time part of a 
national, and even international, upheaval of mounting propor 
tions, only cut short by world war. The Liverpool strikes were 
also part of the national seamen's strike of June and of the 
national railway strike of August; and separate local strikes of 
carters, tramwaymen, dockers, tugmen, bargemen, coal-heavers 
and others broke out in many parts of Britain throughout the 
period. We must bear this in mind, while we are concentrating 
on Liverpool events: Liverpool was spearheading a national 
movement.' 11

Trade in 1911 was improving after slumps in the early years of 
the century, but this must not be allowed to mask the fact that 
the end of the previous century had seen a check to the steady 
expansion of capitalist economy, and to the slow improvement 
in the conditions of working people. Until 1906 prices rose, 
whilst declining trade ensured that unemployment retarded the 
efforts of trade unions to force up wages.

(1) The account which follows is based on the press reports in the Liverpool 
Daily Post and Liverpool Courier unless otherwise stated. These sources have been 
supplemented by accounts obtained from eye-witnesses. The national background 
is derived largely from Cole, G. D. H., Short History of the British Working- 
Class Movement (Rev. ed., 1948) and Halevy, E., History of the English People in 
the Nineteenth Century. VI. The Rule of Democracy, 1905-1914. (2nd ed., 1952.)
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Opportunely for the employers, a 1901 legal decision rein 
forced this pressure against militancy. The well known Taff 
Vale judgment established that a union could be successfully 
sued for unlimited damages on account of trade lost by the 
employers as the result of any strike, even though unofficial. 
This brought a sharp realisation among the workers and many 
union leaders that the state and its laws were not impartial, but 
were in fact at the service of the employing class. It led to 
increased political activity by unions, great faith being placed in 
the efforts of the new Labour Representation Committee (later 
to become the Labour Party) to get parliamentary representa 
tion in order to press for a change in the law which had led to 
the "judgment". And it was hoped by many that when a Con 
servative government met with electoral defeat a Liberal admin 
istration would promote legislation in favour of the unions.

Dissatisfaction with the results of the 1906 Liberal victory 
helped to arouse a general anti-parliamentary feeling, typical of 
working-class sentiment by 1910. The results of Liberal parlia 
mentary methods had been demonstrated, and in spite of the 
over-turning of the "judgment", those methods had failed to 
make any radical difference in the position of the working class. 
This gave much impetus to the rising "syndicalist" movement. 
Most leaders who won the active support of the workers in this 
period Tillett, Mann, Larkin, Gosling, Cook, Ablett can be 
described as syndicalists; that is to say, they relied on the 
industrial organisation of the working class to end the power of 
capital, and did not expect that this could be achieved by 
parliamentary decisions.

The influence of the "industrial unionists", as the syndicalists 
called themselves, increased by tremendous strides from 1903. 
By 1911 there were branches of the Industrial Workers of the 
World in most industrial towns. In 1910, the Industrial Syndica 
list Education League was founded at a Manchester conference 
organised by Tom Mann; eight Liverpool delegates partici 
pated. (2) The activities of these "direct action" socialists had a 
profound effect on the events we shall relate; although very few 
of the strikers in Liverpool can have thought they were assisting 
in preparing an anti-capitalist revolution!

The Daily Post of 1 June 1911 carried reports of a "monster 
demonstration". The demonstration on Wednesday evening,

121 Industrial Syndicalist, Vol. 1, No. 6 (December 1910), reports the Con 
ference and gives a list of delegates. From Liverpool came: J. Cotter, A. T. 
Arnold (National Union of Ships' Stewards, etc.,); J. Dick, Peter Larkin (Revolu 
tionary Industrialists of Liverpool); F. Bowers and an unnamed delegate (Liver 
pool Stonemasons); Frank Pearce, L. Portet (misprint for Porter?) (International 
Club, of Liverpool).
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31 May, at St. George's Plateau was organised by the Trans 
port Workers' Federation, formed the previous year, under the 
direct influence of Tom Mann and his old associate Ben Tillett, 
organiser of the National Dockers' Union. Amalgamation, or 
federation, or any other step towards solidifying the thousand- 
odd British trade unions into a few powerful "armies of 
labour", was a prime syndicalist aim. Alone among labour 
leaders, these men considered that the development of monopoly 
and the imperialist division of the world had brought about a 
new phase of the class struggle, in which the action of a small 
local section of workers had little significance, unless it could be 
supported by the entire working force of a whole industry at 
least. For this they organised, the formation of the Transport 
Workers' Federation being their first success; it combined most 
of the many unions of seamen, dockers, carters, tramwaymen, 
and various water-side trades.

The demonstration heralded the first national Conference of 
the Federation, which took up the following three days. It was 
certainly "monster", even for that period: three platforms were 
presided over by representatives of the Liverpool Trades 
Council, and the core of the audience marched from both ends 
of the city (on a week-day evening, after work) with bands and 
banners; the Daily Post mentions "seamen and firemen, ships' 
cooks and stewards, dockers, carters, railway servants, canal 
workers, motor men and other workers in the transport 
industry". Speeches, lasting 90 minutes in all, came from Will 
Thorne, M.P., James Sexton, Ben Tillett and Havelock Wilson, 
the seamen's leader, among others. But what mattered most 
were the resolution passed, urging all transport workers to 
support the two seamen's unions who "may shortly be involved 
in a dispute with the shipowners", and the announcement made 
by Wilson that the date of the seamen's strike had been fixed. 
Clearly, the transport unions saw Liverpool as the centre where 
most effective pressure could be brought upon the shipping 
employers, and where the most decisive body of support could 
be found. They had in mind, too, that Liverpool was the 
employers' weakest link, since several of its largest shipping 
lines, unlike most companies, were not affiliated to the Shipping 
Federation. (3)

It would be wrong, though, to think that the main impetus for 
this strike (planned for some time by the National Sailors' and

131 Havelock Wilson specifically mentioned this fact in his speech at the 
demonstration. The importance attached to Liverpool is indicated by the selection 
of Tom Mann, the most experienced and probably the most influential trade- 
unionist of the day, to conduct the strike there.
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Firemen's Union and the National Union of Ships' Stewards, 
Cooks, Bakers and Butchers) came from the union leadership. 
The mass character of the demonstration held on 31 May 
reflects the extent to which the movement was inspired by the 
rank and file. Moreover, in their addresses to the workers, 
Wilson and his colleagues felt obliged to reassure the impatient 
sailors and firemen that the strike was all planned, that the 
arrangements would be announced at the right moment, and 
that reticence about its date was intended only to keep the 
employers unprepared.

The unions' demands also give indications of rank-and-file 
pressure. High among the issues discussed were the medical 
inspections the ship-owners conducted when engaging seamen 
 variously described as "objectionable", "disgusting", and 
"degrading"; the practice of hiring men in the offices of the 
Shipping Federation; the demand for a union representative to 
be present during hiring; a vaguely formulated demand for 
"improved forecastle accommodation"; and the demand that 
some wages be paid in port during a voyage, instead of being 
held until the return home. Of course a wage increase was 
demanded one of 10/- per month all round, to bring seamen's 
wages to £5 10s. Od., and those of firemen to £6 per month, on 
the Atlantic liners; to ten shillings less on other ships. The key 
to all this was the demand for recognition of the unions; 
hitherto the employers had spurned these so much that they had 
even begun to insist on seamen joining an organisation con 
trolled by the Shipping Federation. This key demand made the 
coming strike essentially a fight for recognition of the union.

The rank-and-file pressure is further demonstrated by what 
happened at the beginning of the strike. On 11 June, Havelock 
Wilson wrote to the ship-owners' associations, making a "last 
appeal" for discussions, assuring them that it was "impossible 
for the officers of the National Sailors' and Firemen's Union to 
restrain their men any longer". This appeal had no effect, and 
the strike had meanwhile been fixed, secretly, for Thursday, 15 
June though rumours circulated among the men that the 14th 
was "the day".

Duly, on 14 June 1911, at the North End docks in Liverpool, 
500 firemen refused to "sign on" for the C.P.R. boat Empress of 
Ireland, and the White Star's Teutonic and Baltic. There was 
still no announcement from the unions, or from the Strike 
Committee formed under the aegis of the Transport Workers' 
Federation. The leaders did not argue about "official" and 
"unofficial" activities; Tom Mann, chairman of the Strike 
Committee, newly arrived the previous day, went at once to
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Bankhall and, at a hurriedly convened dockside meeting, 
declared that the strike had begun. He brought, and displayed, 
a poster reading: "WAR DECLARED: STRIKE FOR 
LIBERTY". This first day was encouraging to the strikers. Four 
companies Cunard, Elder Dempster, Booth's and Alfred 
Holt's quickly agreed to meet deputations from the Sailors' 
and Firemen's Union. The White Star Company agreed to hear 
the men's complaints, though not to meet their union. These 
were companies not affiliated to the Shipping Federation. 
Indeed, the companies affiliated were not yet involved at all, and 
there was a belief, expressed in press comments, that it was the 
unions' strategy to deal with the companies piecemeal.

No doubt, all who are used to the present procedure will 
wonder why negotiation could not have begun sooner. The 
answer is simply that the employers refused to recognise the 
unions' existence. The railwaymen had Conciliation Boards 
(which indeed caused much irritation, by operating to the 
employers' advantage), but the view was common among ship 
owners that discipline among seamen must be of military 
character, this precluding democratic organisation among the 
men.

It has to go on record that the old family firm of Alfred Holt, 
on the first day of the strike, granted the demands of the 
Sailors' and Firemen's Union, after a two-hour meeting; it was 
followed closely by the Canadian Pacific, Lamport and Holt's, 
and the White Star Line. Some of these agreements were 
incomplete: the White Star Line did not yet accept the terms of 
the stewards' union while the Canadian Pacific agreement 
referred only to the Empress of Britain. Meanwhile, the Cunard 
and Booth Lines asked for a "stay of execution" until early the 
following week; and the Strike Committee, with the support of 
meetings of the men, exempted them temporarily.

The display of solidarity among the seamen, the support they 
received from the dockers on every ship involved in strike action, 
and the evident sympathy of the carters, must have convinced the 
firms that negotiation would be less disadvantageous than 
tying up ships in a protracted struggle. The Cunard, Booth and 
Canadian Pacific all conceded the seamen's terms in full by the 
following Wednesday and recognised the unions' right to 
negotiate.

The disciplined solidarity was triumphantly displayed on the 
Monday, when it became clear that the White Star Line would 
not accept the stewards' terms at once, but proposed to delay 
the agreement whilst they drew up a new schedule of wages. The 
stewards' union objected strongly, negotiations broke down,
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and the officials stopped their men from signing on for the 
Megantic and Celtic. Similar difficulties with the Allan Line and 
the Booth Line prevented the Virginian and Dominion also from 
obtaining their victualling staff. Later, Joseph Cotter, the union 
secretary, could tell a Bootle meeting of a thousand men that 
"the men on the Megantic, Celtic, Virginian and Dominion had 
gone out without exception". The Daily Post reporter wrote: 
"Hitherto stewards had been inclined to draw a certain social 
distinction between themselves and the men at work on the deck 
and in the stokehold. . . . This condition of things has, however, 
been revolutionised in twenty-four hours, and for the first time 
in the history of the Port of Liverpool, yesterday saw "all hands" 
throwing sectionalism to the winds and joining hand in hand for 
the furtherance of the common cause. It was a remarkable  
even a historic event in trade union progress". He was 
impressed by the crowds at the Dock Road meetings where now, 
mingling with the cloth caps of dockers and the rough clothing 
of firemen, were seen "smartly dressed young fellows wearing 
the 'very latest' in straw felt or cloth headgear, and up-to-date 
refinements in collars and ties".

Similar practical solidarity developed among dockers and 
carters. The Pointer (owners, G. & J. Burns) arrived from 
Glasgow at Princes Dock, manned in part by blackleg firemen. 
It proved impossible to unload her. Seventy dockers detailed 
refused to touch the cargo without a guarantee that the "black 
legs" would be dismissed and the original firemen reinstated. 
They got no guarantee, so the Pointer remained unloaded; a 
heavy picket was placed at the dock gates and the "scabs" were 
unable either to sail home or to leave the ship for fear of their 
reception by the dockers. All these dockers were regular em 
ployees of G. & J. Burns, and not one was in the union. "This 
means," said the Daily Post, "that unionists and non-unionists 
(on whom they [i.e., the masters] relied) are now banded 
together."

This unity of non-unionists with unionists under the Strike 
Committee's leadership, embracing, as it did, seamen, dockers 
and railwaymen in turn constitutes the specially new element 
in the strikes of 1911. Never had employers been so frustrated 
in their efforts to use non-unionists to carry on their services 
and starve out the strikers. Hitherto, the Shipping Federation 
had organised an effective technique against strikes among 
seamen: a "Depot Ship" would be anchored in the port con 
cerned, and to it would be brought non-union seamen from other 
places. Accommodated under the supervision of Federation 
officials, isolated from contact with the local strikers (to whom
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they were in any case strangers), these strike-breakers were 
farmed out to any ship unable to sign on a crew. This technique 
had never failed; the seamen's unions had never had the funds 
or support on a wide enough scale to defeat it. This time, it 
failed completely to meet the demands coming in from nearly 
every port. The seamen's strike this time was a national strike; 
not only was the demand for strike-breakers thus made immeas 
urably greater, but the supply diminished as the strike aroused 
the enthusiasm of more and more non-unionists. The Federation 
was at length reduced to recruiting so-called sailors and firemen 
in such seaside towns as Leeds and Birmingham, thus laying the 
owners open to charges of failing to comply with regulations for 
the efficient manning of ships.

Not only did the non-unionists fail to aid the ship-owners: 
many of them began to flock into the unions themselves; 
"Officials of the unions", wrote the Daily Post reporter about 
the seamen's and stewards' meeting at Bankhall on 20 June, 
"were kept busy all morning, taking names and issuing member 
ship cards to stewards and cooks who were answering delegates' 
appeals to join the union". This was repeated many times among 
dockers, mill-workers, railwaymen and others in the next few 
weeks. The unity between different sections of transport workers 
and between their unions also became more marked as the strike 
developed. Early in the seamen's strike, the dockers and carters 
were working in unison, a remarkable fact since the dockers were 
largely Roman Catholic and the carters largely Protestant. (4) 
When the seamen's strike began, the Daily Post reported a trade 
unionist as saying, "There is not too much love lost between 
dockers and carters, because the former have not forgotten 
the part the latter played in the great dock strike of 1895". 
Within hours of this appearing, dockers and carters were assist 
ing each other to find out from the seamen's unions which ships 
to handle, and which not.

This massive solidarity brought complete victory before June 
ended. On the 26th, a packed and enthusiastic meeting of the 
Mersey Quay and Railway Carters' Union, at St. Martin's Hall, 
loudly applauded Tom Mann, and unanimously endorsed a 
decision of the dockers' union to handle no ship whose owners 
were anywhere in dispute with the seamen; by evening next day 
the press was expressing the satisfaction of commercial circles 
at the imminent end of the strike. The unions' battle with the

141 Apart from the press reports, this information is supplied by several people 
connected with the 1911 events, including Mr. Jack Fitzgerald of Liverpool 
(A.S.W.); Mr. J. H. Smith of Walton, Liverpool (T.G.W.U., late of N.U.D.L.); 
Mr. S. Constantine of Liverpool (T.G.W.U., late of Mersey Quay and Railway 
Carters' Union); also by G. Milligan, in The Transport Worker, No. 1, p. 14.
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smaller companies (mostly affiliated to the virulently anti-trade 
union Shipping Federation) which all had expected to be severe 
and protracted, had occupied exactly one week.

The Shipping Federation had told the press they had "plenty 
of men to meet all contingencies if any crews of ships belonging 
to the Federation refuse to sail at the old rates". Mr. Cuthbert 
Laws, secretary of the Federation, had said, "The Federation 
has no intention of yielding to this attempt on the part of the 
seamen's union to obtain recognition for their union in order to 
compel the men to join it. There will be no international strike, 
although there may be a little trouble here and there owing to 
the men taking advantage of a temporary shortage of seamen in 
a given port to stand out for higher wages; and there will be no 
Conciliation Board". But by the 27th, many affiliated companies 
had agreed to pay the rates demanded; the leadership of the 
Federation was fighting a losing battle. At this time tradesmen 
in inland cities Manchester provision merchants, for instance 
 were holding meetings calling on the Board of Trade to make 
the Federation negotiate; and settlements agreed to by the 
leading companies strengthened a growing public opinion that 
an improvement in seamen's conditions was only reasonable. 
Next day the Liverpool branch of the Federation gave affiliated 
companies the power (which several had already assumed) to 
grant "concessions" at their own discretion. "Strike ending", 
cried the Daily Courier on June 28th, attributing the gratifying 
conclusion to the shipping companies' "generous treatment of 
the men"!

Jubilation was premature: on the 28th work ceased entirely 
over most of the docks, starting with 4,000 dockers walking off, 
followed by seamen of all categories, sealers, coal-heavers and 
others; 10,000 men were out by the evening.

This day, the nature of the 1911 strike movement changed 
fundamentally. If ever ideas changed a situation, this was 
precisely what happened here: the dockers had decided for 
themselves that what won the seamen's demands could win 
theirs too. Their decision all but took the union leaders and the 
Strike Committee by surprise. "The dockers relied", says the 
Courier, "on the active support of the seamen, stewards and 
others . . . and in this they were not disappointed, although the 
men to whom they looked for support had already secured 
settlements of their own grievances. It is feared that the carters 
will redeem their pledge and join the strikers".

At 9 a.m., the entire crew of the Empress of Britain (Canadian 
Pacific) came out in support. "Yes, I admit we have got what 
we wanted . . ." said a steward; "we have no grievance with the
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company, but there is a question of honour at stake. The dock 
labourers struck purely in sympathy with us, and now we are 
going to do the same for them". With that, the Empress of 
Britain men began a "triumphal march" (Daily Courier) from 
dock to dock, calling out the men from every Atlantic ship in 
the north-end docks.

The Strike Committee had intended, by winning the seamen's 
demands, to show how combined action within an industry 
could secure the advancement of a section of it. They had hardly 
expected to succeed so well that the technique appeared as an 
"open sesame" to all claims of all sections; they were somewhat 
taken aback by the dockers' action, which was as near spon 
taneous as anything could be. (5) However, the Strike Committee 
recognised the opportunity for building up a mass trade union 
movement among the dockers, accepted the justice of the 
strikers' claims, and undertook the task of returning to the ship 
owners with whom they had just settled accounts, to demand 
now the recognition of the dockers' union and the application 
of its rules.

For years the National Union of Dock Labourers, led by 
James Sexton, had struggled for recognition by the big shipping 
firms who directly enrolled their own forces of dockers; against 
the adamant refusal of these firms to accept trade unionists they 
had failed to enrol more than a handful of the thousands of 
north-end dockers. (6) But now the organised and the un 
organised came out together for trade union recognition. The 
effectiveness of the Strike Committee's endorsement of this 
unofficial movement was quickly demonstrated. The basic 
demand was accepted almost at once by the sorely-tried 
shipping firms. On the Lamport and Holt boats, where trade 
union rates of wages were paid already although the union was 
not recognised, the strike lasted only a few hours before the 
employers gave way. (7) Within the week, nearly all firms 
accepted the demand for recognition; some agreed to operate 
the union rules on wages and conditions. Moreover, as with the 
seamen and stewards a few days before, the unorganised 
flooded into the union. Branches which had struggled for years 
to keep a few hundred members were transformed in days into 
mass organisations of thousands. (8)

151 Evidence to support this is given in recorded statements by Mr. J. H. Smith, 
Mr. Jack Robinson of Lydiate (T.G.W.U., ex-N.U.D.L.), and Mr. Will Tomlin- 
son (T.G.W.U., ex-M.Q.R.C.U.).

161 Sexton, J., Sir James Sexton, Agitator (1936), pp. 102-7; Mr. J. H. Smith and 
Mr. W. Tomlinson, in recorded statements.

'" Mr. J. H. Smith and Mr. W. Tomlinson, in recorded statements.
181 Mr. J. Robinson in a recorded statement. Unsigned article (by Tom Mann), 

"The Seamen's Strike 1911" in The Transport Worker, No. 1, p. 6.
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The Cunard coal-heavers came out with the dockers. 
"Hitherto", wrote the Courier, "these men have held aloof from 
the union; but at the meeting at Bankhall yesterday the coal- 
heavers' delegate appealed to the loyalty of the Cunard men. 
In response, the coal-heavers marched in a body from the 
Cunard wharf and formed a procession along Regent Road to 
Bankhall, headed by the coal-heavers' delegate, who announced 
that they were going with him to join the union. He informed a 
Courier representative that there were 2,000 coal-heavers on 
strike".

The employers could not contend with a mass movement like 
this a movement not only filled with a confidence which had 
never been seen before in Liverpool, sweeping aside all hesita 
tions and cautions which had kept men from the unions, but a 
movement which also was being given a perspective, a con 
sciousness of aims beyond mere rectification of current griev 
ances. In the leadership was Mann, frank in his view that 
industrial action such as this would eventually end capitalism 
and bring about a workers' republic; and alongside him was 
Sexton, the I.L.P. man, the only Socialist in the City Council, 
with Cotter and Pearce, Mann's fellow syndicalists. The sense of 
direction flowing from leadership of this character gave these 
strikes the nature of an anti-capitalist struggle: this was an 
entirely new feature. Without this, there could not have been 
the harmonious prolonged co-operation between different trades 
which marked these events.

The difficulties the leaders faced became clearly apparent in 
the next days, perhaps the crucial phase of the whole story. 
Between 28 June and 3 July, the entire question whether the 
working class could act as an entity, or whether the pursuit of 
sectional aims would destroy its unity, was posed and answered. 
The syndicalists had postulated the organisation of the working 
class in its unions as unified Armies of Labour. In Liverpool, in 
late June 1911, one such "army" manifestly existed: the mass 
recruitment of seamen, stewards, dockers and coal-heavers, and 
the close relationship between their organisations and that of 
the carters under a single Committee, had created the basis of 
the "army" in membership and organisation. But an army needs 
also the discipline to work collectively for chosen objectives. 
Had this army such discipline? If it had not, further advance 
would be impossible and gains made would soon be lost when 
the employers counter-attacked.

The Courier wrote on 29 June: "As a result of the contagion 
of yesterday's developments, there was a record influx of men to 
the unions, especially the dockers' and its affiliated coal-
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heavers' branch. The enthusiasm was quite extraordinary, and 
what the men may do under its influence is not a pleasant 
speculation. It would be too much to say that their officials have 
them absolutely in hand. There is a spirit of revolt, combined 
with a feeling of federal brotherhood. Whether the latter will 
prevail throughout remains to be seen".

That day, the triumphing dockers discovered that they had 
not won all demands at one blow. Whilst most big shipping 
firms had agreed to recognise their union, few had yet agreed to 
adopt union wages and conditions. The Strike Committee had 
accepted the Cunard chairman's promise to convene a con 
ference of ship-owners and dockers within a month, to settle 
these matters.

The realisation that their walk-out had not had the full effect 
many expected led to considerable resentment among the north- 
end dockers. The elation inspired by recent events had made 
many assume that no further obstacle faced them, and they were 
disinclined to accept the Strike Committee's instruction to 
resume work on the Cunard and Canadian Pacific boats pending 
the proposed conference. Probably most of these men were 
brand-new adherents of the union, and these recruits seem to 
have believed that their entry could now be succeeded immedi 
ately by one big strike, until every demand was unconditionally 
accepted. Their conception of how easy this might be was much 
distorted by the success of a spontaneous half-day strike on the 
Tunisian, which took place on 29 June.

The Strike Committee was better placed to judge the general 
position. They knew, for a start, the financial resources of the 
dockers' union, which was giving five shillings per week strike 
pay to all involved, however recent their membership; (9) and, 
against the union's power to hold out, they had to weigh the 
much greater resources of the shipping firms.

The movement needed to retain public sympathy, which 
depended upon the reasonableness of its demands, by continu 
ing to act responsibly at every stage. Therefore, when the ship 
owners put forward a "reasonable" proposal that they should 
have time to study the dockers' "rule-book" before making an 
agreement, the sensible thing was to accept with safeguards as 
to time limits (though it might have been said that the ship 
owners had had years in which they might have studied the 
book!). Failure of the Strike Committee to keep effective 
leadership of the movement would have left the employers free 
to end negotiations, and perhaps to repudiate all they had

191 G. Milligan, in The Transport Worker, No. 2, p. 40. Mr. J. Robinson, in a 
recorded statement.
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already agreed to, on the grounds that the strikers refused to 
accept responsible leadership. This might have diverted public 
sympathy to the employers and led to loss of the support of 
other trades.

The Strike Committee's first resort was to issue a manifesto, 
giving the terms of the agreement reached with the companies 
and repeating the "back-to-work" instruction already sent 
forth; it gave a warning that anybody pressing unauthorised 
demands would risk expulsion from his union. This had little 
effect; next morning the recalcitrant dockers tore up the leaflets 
bearing the manifesto, scattered the fragments around the dock 
road, and stayed out, disinclined to accept orders.

The next step was to co-opt the secretary of No. 12 Branch of 
the N.U.D.L., George Milligan, to the Committee. Most of the 
dissidents belonged to his branch, and he had himself voiced 
criticism of the Committee's recommendation; with him, the 
Committee conducted another interview with the Cunard chair 
man on Friday morning, 30 June. But the interview brought no 
easy way out. The Cunard (no doubt sensing the possibility of a 
weakening in the Committee's authority) had refused categori 
cally to accept any terms going further than those agreed to 
already. The Committee was left with the alternatives of persu 
ading the men to accept, or of abandoning its leadership.

Mann, Sexton, Cotter and Milligan reported on the interview 
at length to over a thousand men later that day, and all four 
used all their powers of persuasion to get a return to work. 
Even though their proposals won, at this Bankfield Road 
meeting, the support of only forty-two men, and another 
meeting at Sandhills Lane rejected the proposals nem. con., the 
Committee now set about teaching the principles of working 
class discipline to these thousands of inexperienced trade 
unionists in the days that might elapse before the employers 
might denounce the agreement. The Committee achieved this in 
three days' unremitting labour, almost entirely by holding open 
air meetings on the dock road, and by transforming a Sunday 
meeting at St. George's Plateau scheduled as a railwaymen's 
rally into a mass meeting to explain the situation on the 
docks. <10) "I am going down to tell these men my honest 
opinion", said Tom Mann, "if, even, they should throw me in the 
dock afterwards. I have never been afraid of facing the 
employers and I shall never be afraid of facing workmen. No 
man shall ever accuse me of fear or insincerity". He was as good 
as his word: from newspaper reports his speeches on Saturday 
and Sunday appear models of frankness and plain speaking,

(lt" Mr. J. Robinson, in a recorded statement.
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and they had their effect. On Monday morning, the north-end 
dockers were undecided, but when one or two took the bold step 
of turning in to the dock gate, the return became general.

The crisis was over. The Strike Committee retained authority. 
"The dockers have implicit faith in Sexton", said the Daily Post, 
"It is this which will be the dominant factor of the situation. If 
he calls on his men to come out, at least 20,000 dockers will now 
answer his call. That is why the ship-owners . . . are busily . . . 
studying the book of rules".

The Committee had also become despite its position, 
theoretically subordinate to the Trades Council the effective 
leadership of the Liverpool working class. From now until 
25 August, every section of workers, whether in dispute or not, 
looked to it for assistance. This was important for later develop 
ments : whatever the employers now did, the Strike Committee 
could command the obedience of the entire body of organised 
workers. It was therefore a wise decision to keep the Committee 
in being, primarily to carry through the conference with the ship 
owners. The good faith of Alfred Booth, the Cunard chairman, 
cannot be doubted; yet it cannot be believed that the ship 
owners as a whole had accepted the terms of agreement with a 
good heart. They regarded these rather as concessions imposed 
at gun-point by a band of disgracefully disloyal rebels; the 
annual report of the Liverpool Steam Ship Owners' Association 
makes this clear:

"From the outset . . . the members of the Association were always ready to 
meet . . . both their own men, and the officials of any union. [There is poetic 
licence here, to say the least!] But terms agreed at these conferences were 
repudiated or broken, in reckless disregard of the engagements entered into . . . 
The Port was brought to a standstill by open violence and criminal intimidation. 
[This is a curious declaration from the body which declared a complete lock-out 
on 11 August.] Some of the leaders of the men repudiated recourse to violence, 
but others encouraged and led disorderly crowds, whose openly declared object 
was to stop all work; whilst the unions organised a system of picketing for the 
purpose of stopping willing workers from working and for no other object. . ." (11)

Such was the hostile attitude of the employers to their 
employees: we find, as we read on, that the Association openly 
recognised that the men would have obtained no improvement 
by rational argument with the ship-owners: "The members of 
the Association . . . conceded to the men in their employment 
every legitimate advantage to which they were entitled by reason 
of their numbers and their united action".

Obviously the situation could not be one of peace, but only of 
armed truce.

The conference was now awaited; meanwhile, both sides
1111 Annual report . . . for the year ending 31 December 1911, pp. 20 ff.
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strengthened their organisations. The Joint Strike Committee 
convened a meeting of all unions concerned with transport to 
form a District Transport Workers' Federation, within the 
national body. Mann and Sexton addressed the July Trades 
Council meeting, and Sexton declared that in five weeks the 
strength of the dockers' union had increased from 8,000 to 
26,000. "They had solved in four weeks what they had been 
trying for twenty years to solve, viz., the question of the north- 
end docks". (12> (Indeed, in the press it was said that Birmingham 
men were working over-time to produce 25,000 "buttons" 
ordered by Liverpool unions.)

Whilst Sexton and his branch officials set about their new 
administrative problems, Mann found time to pay a short visit 
to Dublin to assist with the port strike still continuing there. 
Returning, he put in hand the first issue of a monthly paper  
The Transport Worker and got it out on 8 August. (13)

But the remarkable thing about the events of this July was the 
way in which workers in one trade after another followed the 
shipping workers' example and "joined the union". Men who 
had never even heard of a union in their trade discovered 
suddenly that they must join one and in many cases heralded 
its creation with a strike, almost in a mood of celebration. Men 
already orginised, also, found new heart and put in wage 
claims, usually with success. Joining the union and going on 
strike became surprisingly common, and this had lasting effects: 
to become a member of a union ceased to be a risky step, to be 
taken only by hardier spirits, and became the normal procedure 
for working men.

The tug boat crews were "out" already when the dockers 
resumed work; the lightship men struck next, then the coopers 
and labourers at Stanley Dock tobacco warehouse. Eighteen 
young sealers of Wallasey Ferries, demanding a rise of 2/- a week 
to bring their wages to 12/-., struck first and petitioned the 
employers afterwards: the oldest worker was fifteen. There was 
a rally of cotton porters near the Cotton Exchange. 150 men at 
Great Howard Street wool warehouse struck for an extra 3d. 
per day. A meeting of brewery workers decided en masse to join 
the union, and voted enthusiastically for "union ale". At the 
end of the month, a thousand oil-mill workers struck, demanded 
an increase of wages and then, almost as an afterthought, 
began to consider which union to join. They held their own rally

(1S) Liverpool Trades Council. Minutes, 12 July 1911. (MS. in Liverpool 
Public Libraries).

(13 > The Transport Worker, ed. T. Mann, Nos. 1-8, August 1911-March 1912; 
Mann, T. Memoirs'Ji\923), p. 265.
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at Canning Place, and at Tom Mann's suggestion entered the 
Cotton Porters' and Warehousemen's Association.

This enthusiasm was not confined to men. 250 girls struck at 
Walton Rubber Works; they claimed they were paid only one 
or two pence for each pair of shoes made, but fined four pence 
for every spoiled pair. (One woman had gone home one week 
with no wages, owing ten pence!) Shouting and singing, they 
waited in Rice Lane opposite the factory until the management 
agreed to discuss their complaints.

Tramwaymen, unorganised before, were being enrolled in the 
National Union of Enginemen, Firemen, Mechanical and 
Electrical Workers throughout this period; and then as the 
conference of ship-owners and dockers was concluding its final 
agreement the demands of railway workers led to the bitterest 
phase of the entire summer campaign.

As the result of an agreement between Lloyd George at the 
Board of Trade, the railway companies and the trade unions, 
there had been, since 1907, a system of Conciliation Boards to 
settle disputes on the railways. In each company, for each group 
of workers, there was a Board, half of whose members repre 
sented employers and half employees, to which disputes were 
submitted; the unions had agreed that this system should 
remain in operation until 1914, no strike being undertaken or 
endorsed during that period. The employers, however, still 
refused to recognise the unions; the men's representative had to 
be elected without the assistance or backing of their unions, and 
could get no help from them in the conduct of the Board's 
affairs; whilst the employers' sides had at their disposal the 
resources of some of the wealthiest companies in the country.

Not surprisingly, in the view of many railwaymen, the scheme 
operated in the interests of the companies: in particular, the 
men chafed at the inordinate delay involved in arriving at settle 
ments, for the "no-strike" agreement set the companies free of 
any need to hasten decisions. One railwayman who remembers 
the period says: "That was the system under which it took 
eighteen months to get a decision on a single question". (14) This 
system had the effect of divorcing many railwaymen from their 
unions if the unions could not assist at the Boards to settle 
the men's grievances, nor call them out on strike, it must often 
have seemed that there was little point in the union's existence.

The long-ingrained awe with which railway union officials 
regarded any aspect of legal rights and agreements emphasised 
this divorce. The unions adamantly refused to allow railwaymen 
to strike even when the men might have felt provoked to take

1141 Mr. S. Part of Liverpool (ex-A.S.R.S.) in a conversation with the author.
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such action. Not unnaturally, the unions lost members; and 
many men, especially those who had taken railway jobs after the 
1907 agreements were arrived at, did not consider themselves 
bound by those agreements.

On Saturday, 5 August, railwaymen at the Lancashire & 
Yorkshire Railway North Docks Depot, Great Howard Street, 
began an unauthorised and completely unofficial strike, of 
which they had with rather quixotic punctilio given notice. 
Two weeks earlier the goods porters had put to the company a 
demand for reduced hours, increased wages, and extra over 
time pay; some discussions followed not through the Concili 
ation Board with no results. In consequence, five hundred of 
them gave notice to strike: a step hastily repudiated by the 
Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (the union which 
organised porters on the L. & Y. R.), which instructed them to 
submit their grievances to the Board. Sure of their position, the 
Company announced a secret agreement reached recently 
among all railway employers, that no railwayman who went on 
strike would ever be reinstated on any railway. This was the 
equivalent of announcing a blacklist.

No wonder many of the railwaymen felt they had no altern 
ative but to make an independent fight, no doubt hoping that 
action by them would lead the unions to take more energetic 
steps than usual. They could see no use in going to the Concili 
ation Board. "What is the Board to us?" said one. "We never 
saw the agreement . . . and were not consulted about it. From 
the very start, up to now, the awards have not been carried out 
fairly." Another railwayman admitted: "We have no funds, and 
our enthusiasm . . . will make a poor substitute for out-of-work 
pay. I think it would be best to follow the advice of the union. 
All the same, these Conciliation Boards have proved a failure... 
There would be many thousands of railwaymen who would be 
glad if there were a wholesale strike on the railways to abolish the 
agreement... I don't think the porters are asking too much. If 
the company would only make some concessions there need be 
no trouble". His wish for a "wholesale strike" was soon realised, 
with his fellow-workers in a stronger position than he expected. 
For this, the obstinate refusal of the companies to agree that the 
men had a case was mainly responsible.

On the appointed day at the North Docks Depot, those who 
came out were joined at once by other Lancashire & Yorkshire 
Railway goods porters along the dockside, totalling a thousand 
men. The company might have deduced that they were not 
facing a handful of misled rebels: they chose instead to adopt 
their habitual role of autocratic disciplinarians. Repeating their
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declaration concerning blacklisting of strikers, they promptly 
engaged eighty porters from outside Liverpool.

But, just as with the dockers, the action of one small group 
opened the flood-gates of years of exasperation. Work stopped 
at the London & North Western Railway Waterloo Dock goods 
station at midnight on the Sunday; fifty porters set off in 
procession across the city to Lime Street station and brought 
out the goods porters there. Thence the combined body marched 
through the night to Edge Hill station, brought out the goods 
porters there, and held a meeting. Then they went on to Park 
Lane goods station at the south-end docks, brought out the 
porters there, and held another meeting, to complete the round 
of the main L. & N.W.R. yards. This midnight tour after a 
day's labour betokens a real sense of urgency. Within days, all 
goods porters of the city, whether L.&Y.R., L.N.W.R., Midland 
Railway, or Cheshire Lines, left their jobs, not merely in 
sympathy with the L.&Y.R. men, but in support of their own 
demands. The Cheshire Lines strike committee, for instance, 
formulated thirteen demands, beginning with those for the 
abolition of the Conciliation Boards, the recognition of the 
union, and a reduction in hours to 54 per week, with an increase 
of the minimum wage from 21 to 24 shillings. These demands 
met with no response from that company.

On Tuesday, 8 August the entire docks rail traffic was at a 
standstill, 4,000 men were on strike, and the bold independent 
action began to reap its reward: the Joint Strike Committee 
announced its support, calling all railwaymen in Liverpool to 
come out and all other transport workers to give assistance. 
Some of the strikers must have hoped for this support, for it was 
given after a deputation had visited the Committee to appeal for 
it. But it was indeed a serious decision for the Committee, since 
it meant in effect that they were taking the leadership of the 
railwaymen away from the railway unions. In the long run, the 
Committee proved justified, and the immediate result was the 
strengthening of the strike. It was now spreading to railwaymen 
in Manchester, Preston, Crewe and other north-western centres. 
And the Strike Committee's fiat meant that huge cargoes 
intended to go to or from the railways estimated as 75 % of the 
goods the port handled' 151  remained in depots and warehouses.

By the end of the week the strike had assumed national pro 
portions. Seeing that they would lose all claim to lead their men 
if they did otherwise, the executives of the four railway unions 
hurriedly consulted and decided to support and assume direc-

1151 By the Head Constable of Liverpool, reporting to the Home Office (H.O. 
file 212470/7a) on 12 August. 
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tion of the "unofficial" strike. On 17 August they called a 
national stoppage, but before then much had happened on 
Merseyside.

The refusal of the government to intervene was a notable 
feature of the seamen's strike in June. All appeals by the 
Sailors' & Firemen's Union and the Transport Workers' 
Federation failed to persuade the Board of Trade to use any 
persuasion with the ship-owners. The Liberal government stood 
for non-intervention, but this policy changed when the strike 
reached an acute stage at Hull late in June. The strikers had 
merely gathered in vast crowds on the dock roads: but that was 
sufficient for the port authorities to appeal for assistance to 
the government. Mr. Winston Churchill, at the Home Office, 
was ready to help. Extra police arrived at once, and began 
"controlling" the situation. A battalion of troops prepared to 
proceed to the city. Within hours, rioting had broken out at 
Hull.

The same pattern now developed in Liverpool. When it was 
apparent that enough porters were "out" to stop all movement 
of goods, and that the railway companies were prepared to fight, 
the City Magistrates called on the Home Secretary for support 
without more ado. From the day when extra police arrived, 
there was violence in Liverpool where none had been before. 
Again and again, during the seamen's strike, the dockers' 
strike, the oil mills strike, and the first days of this railway 
strike, the newspapers had described huge crowds of strikers and 
others as behaving with complete decorum. Again and again, 
large numbers of police are reported as being present at such 
gatherings with nothing to do. Again and again, we read: 
"But the demeanour of the strikers was quite in order, and 
nothing occurred to call for police interference", or, "A strong 
force of constables was dispatched to the docks yesterday, but 
there was happily no special demand for the services of the 
police, beyond regulating the congested traffic". Once or twice, 
tempers rose over some incident; each time a few good- 
humoured words from a recognised leader ended all signs of 
disorder. Relations between Liverpool strikers and Liverpool 
bobbies seldom deteriorated from friendly chaffing, and the 
Head Constable could tell the Home Secretary: "No disturb 
ances of the peace took place". <1S)

But although both sides "in the field" maintained dignified 
behaviour, it must be noted that the press reported the presence 
of the police on these occasions precisely because they were

(16 > Home Office file 212470/la, 8 August.
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there in unusual numbers. It was a feature of ruling class thought 
that workmen on strike were, ipso facto, an unruly mob. 
Charles Booth, Rowntree and others had exposed the misery 
in which the working class existed; their readers understandably 
feared a revolt, bloody and violent. So the posting of troops and 
police to the scene of a strike was one of the first things many 
magistrates thought of.

The decision to call in the extra police and troops was taken 
on Wednesday, 9 August, the reason given being "that acts of 
violence and other unlawful acts have been committed by 
persons in connection with the present labour dispute", to quote 
the Lord Mayor's proclamation. The real significance of the 
decision may lie in the fact that it came just after the Strike 
Committee's call for support of the railwaymen. There had in 
fact been no serious disorder.

By now, nearly all the goods porters throughout Liverpool 
were on strike (there were 15,000 next day) and the railway 
companies were relying on passenger trains to bring in what 
goods they might. Consequently, interest now shifted to the 
entrance to Lime Street and Central Stations, and a huge crowd 
kept watch there each day from Tuesday and each night!

From the start, this mass picket permitted the passage of 
milk, milk carts sometimes being accompanied by Strike 
Committee delegates to ensure a clear road. Discussion between 
the companies and the Strike Committee might therefore have 
ensured passage for other necessities; instead, the companies 
made determined efforts to force lorry-loads of goods through. 
And the urgent necessities for which these efforts were made 
included such items as beer and oysters ! (17) It was hardly 
surprising that the Echo wrote (8 August): "As the day advances, 
the spirit of unrest among the men increases rather than 
diminishes". Under such provocation, the temper of some of 
the crowds broke, and in some cases "peaceful persuasion" of 
the few carters willing to take loads through became active 
interference. A lorry-load of beer in London Road proved too 
much temptation: it was stopped, and of twelve barrels only 
two remained intact. "Ale flowed in the gutters", says the Daily 
Post and much flowed down the throats of the thirsty crowd. (18)

But the provision of police escorts to accompany lorries was 
well within the capacity of the Liverpool police; they did this on 
the Wednesday with no more trouble than hooting and jeering. 
The crowd, though vast, was generally orderly, not at all ready 
to hinder the police, and was willing to permit readily the

(17> Liverpool Daily Post, 9 and 10 August.
(18) Liverpool Echo, 9 August; Liverpool Daily Post, 10 August.
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passage of authorised necessities. Moreover it was only at Lime 
Street and Central Stations that these difficulties, brought on by 
the companies themselves, were met with.

Consequently, the arrival of 100 Leeds policemen at Lime 
Street early on the Thursday seems to have taken the strikers 
aback by its unexpectedness. The police reinforcements moved 
off towards Dale Street police headquarters without interference. 
But an hour later, when another hundred from Birmingham 
arrived, it seemed obvious to the crowd that the authorities 
were in league with their employers. There could be no other 
explanation. There had been no riot, no weapons had been 
brandished, no policeman had been disobeyed. The Birmingham 
policemen were received angrily, with showers of fruit and a few 
stones, and a jeering crowd dogged them all the way to Dale 
Street. After this introduction of outside force what had been a 
dispute among workers and employers became more and more a 
contest between the working class and the power of the state.

During the rest of that week, the build-up offerees went on, 
police being brought also from Lancashire and Bradford; 
whilst contingents of the Royal Warwickshires, Scots Greys, 
Hussars, and Yorkshire Regiment were stationed at Seaforth 
Barracks, Sefton Park and other parks. When the Lord Mayor 
asked for one extra battalion, and another squadron of cavalry, 
Mr. Churchill sent two battalions and a whole regiment of 
cavalry, as well as the squadron requested. Then, "If troops not 
sufficient, you should ask for more", he telegraphed. The Lord 
Mayor promptly asked, and got, yet another battalion. (19) The 
Daily Post finally estimated that there were 5,000 troops and 
2,400 police at the disposal of the Head Constable.

The impression given to many that there was on foot a con 
certed attempt to stem the flood of trade unionism was 
strengthened by the action the shipping companies now took. 
These companies had made their settlement with the Dock 
Labourers on 3 August. Now, having allowed exactly one week 
for the terms to work smoothly, the same ship-owners declared 
that the dockers were not keeping to the agreement, and that 
there would be a lock-out on the following Monday unless all 
work was carried out according to instructions in this they 
included the moving of "black" goods to or from the railways. (20)

There may have been no agreement between the shipping and 
railway companies, and the civic and state authorities, to fight 
the trade unions together; in practice, they were working 
together to that end. In Parliament, a member suggested that

I19 > Home Office files 212470/14, /3] and /120. 
1201 Liverpool Daily Post, 12 August.
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Plate 15. TOM MANN ADDRESSING STRIKERS 
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there was such an agreement: Mr. Churchill denied it. "There 
is certainly no truth", he said, "in any report that the Govern 
ment have promised to support the railway companies against 
the men, or the men against the railway companies. But it 
would be the duty of the Government, in the event of the 
paralysis of the great railway lines ... to secure to persons 
engaged full legal protection, and to make sure that no great 
disaster or catastrophe overwhelms the people owing to a 
breakdown in the machinery. . . ." (21) All that Liverpool 
citizens could see was that by the end of one week of the strike, 
the eve of a big demonstration already planned by the Strike 
Committee for Sunday, 13 August, a great contest was 
imminent. Working class resentment, increasing hourly at the 
presence of troops (whose first job was to escort convoys of 
lorries carrying goods blocked by the strikers), was deepened by 
news that the troops were issued with live ammunition. Many 
workers felt that once more, as in the past, state power was 
poised to help the masters to force the men back to work. But 
on this occasion, the men had a new confidence, which had their 
battle won before it began.

On the Sunday "Red" or "Bloody" Sunday the meeting, 
perhaps the biggest the Liverpool working-class ever convened, 
was attacked by the police.

The story is recorded in Tom Mann's Memoirs, and else 
where. There is no need for a detailed account here. We must 
be content to report simply that after a minor disturbance of 
obscure origin on the fringe of the crowd the police decided to 
clear the entire area, using by most accounts the most 
energetic methods of which they were capable, and causing 
hundreds of casualties. (22>

At the day's end, the police and troops "held the field of 
battle", to use the medieval phrase. But they were not fighting a 
medieval war; and there was now not the slightest hope of the 
railways running again unless the companies gave way to the 
workers. The day was taken to have signalled open undisguised 
class war; from now until the railway companies climbed down

1211 Ibid., 17 August.
1221 Mann, T., Memoirs, pp. 266-74; Hamling, W., Short History of the Liver 

pool Trades' Council (1948), pp. 36-8; Tupper, E., Seamen's Torch (1938), pp. 
59-62.

Substantially similar accounts appeared in the Liverpool Daily Post and 
Manchester Guardian, on 14 August, the latter being quoted at length by Mann. 
The Daily Post also gives most of the Head Constable's report to the Home 
Office on these events. The full report is in Home Office file 212470/35; file 
212470/103 contains a MS account by Frederick O'Brien, described as Editor, 
The Liverpool Magazine', and file 212470/276 another by Charles Windschuegl, 
of London; both eye-witnesses.
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on 19 August, the cessation of work was complete. Meanwhile, 
fighting had continued sporadically, spontaneously and chaotic 
ally through Sunday night, Monday and Tuesday, in streets 
around the centre of the city. No policeman was safe from 
attack and for that matter no group of working people was 
safe from any squad of police or troops that might appear.

In this chaos, those backward elements among Protestants 
and Catholics who had long conducted constant guerilla warfare 
took the opportunity to pay off old scores; vicious street battles 
took place, especially around the Great Homer Street "fron 
tiers". Much was made of this rioting in the press, but it had 
nothing to do with the issues of the strike, and certainly had no 
effect on the solidarity of the working class movement. <23)

On the Tuesday morning, guns were fired and two men killed, 
when a crowd on Vauxhall Road held up five prison vans 
escorted by troops proceeding in the direction of Walton. In 
the general deterioration, such an event was all but inevitable.

The city was now in the grip of the general strike of all 
transport workers. Mann had announced, before the police 
intervention on Sunday that, failing negotiations, the general 
strike would begin on Tuesday: "A strike", Mann said, "of all 
transport men of all classes; of railway workers, passenger as 
well as goods men, drivers, stokers. It will mean all connected 
with the ferry boats, tug boats, river tender men, Dock Board 
men, the Overhead and Underground railways, flatmen, barge 
men, dockers, coal-heavers, crane men, elevator men, ware 
house workers, carters, and in fact every conceivable section 
and branch of the great transport industry in Liverpool will 
down tools until this business is settled". The enthusiastic 
endorsement given to this was repeated in practice on Tuesday: 
the entire port closed.

There was now complete deadlock. The railway companies 
still refused haughtily to negotiate with strikers or trade unions. 
The Government declared that they were determined to keep 
the food supply moving; but shopkeepers showed their lack of 
confidence by boarding their windows against looting.' 241 The 
remedy of the Liberal Government to deal with the situation was 
to send yet more soldiers, and a gunboat to point its weapons 
from the Mersey at the city centre.

In the city, the authorities completely lost confidence. The 
Strike Committee had more authority than any police officer,

(23) Mr. W. Tomlinson, in a recorded statement. Mr. S. Constantine recalls that 
the two men killed were a Protestant and a Catholic, and that this fact and the 
attendance of both sides at the two funerals was said to have done much to 
unite the movement.

1241 Mrs. G. I. M. Peters of Liverpool, in a recorded statement.



192 TRANSPORT STRIKE, 1911

magistrate or state official. No work was done unless the Strike 
Committee said it should be done. The Lord Mayor frantically 
and repeatedly telegraphed the Home Secretary for permission 
to use troops and sailors as blacklegs: "useless to ask artisan 
and labouring class" he wrote. But the Government adamantly 
forbade what Mr. Churchill called "this objectionable step". 
(Mr. Churchill suggested that blacklegs be obtained from out 
side Liverpool not apparently thinking that would be objec- 
tionable.) (25)

Already provided with more troops than they had asked for, 
the Magistrates called for "adequate military and naval force 
for the protection of all workers who are prepared to work". 1261 
(The Liverpool Territorials were ordered to hand in the bolts of 
their rifles.) 127 ' None of this had any effect, except that all over 
Britain more and more railwaymen came out in support, 
forcing their leaders to come to Liverpool, discard the petty 
rivalry which had kept the unions apart, and jointly make the 
strike official.

About that time Thursday, 17 August the Government 
came to its senses, and set about trying to mediate. Its final 
successful solution was to get both sides to agree to resume 
work, with no dismissals, whilst a hastily appointed commission 
studied and reported on the dispute. The unions accepted this 
only after obtaining assurances that the enquiry would be con 
ducted by the speediest government commission ever. The 
companies held out for two days, arguing that government 
intervention was inappropriate between masters and men; but, 
late on Saturday, they gave way. It may have been hinted that 
the Government might take over the railways, as a speaker in 
Parliament had advocated.

What brought about Government intervention? In the 
absence of documentary evidence, we can only make guesses. 
One factor, probably, was the official support of the unions for 
the strikers. This meant that a group of unions, which had been 
identified with the struggle against the Taff Vale judgment and 
hence with the Liberal victory, was now by way of being ranged 
against the state power and the Liberal Government. Secondly, 
probably more important, there was the Strike Committee's 
system of "permits". Early in the railway strike, as we have seen, 
milk was delivered without interference by permission of the 
strikers. The more far-sighted tradesmen saw the point, and 
soon began to ask for the Strike Committee's authority to move 
goods on grounds of urgent need. Bread was thus "set free" by

1251 Home Office file 212470/120. < 26 > Home Office file 212470/80. 
1271 Reynolds Newspaper, 20 August.
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the Committee soon after "Red Sunday", and attention was 
paid to the needs of hospitals and welfare institutions. Even the 
Liverpool postmaster approached the Committee in respect of 
overseas mails; a permit was granted him. 1281 The implications 
were quickly seen; a question was asked in Parliament about the 
propriety of Government officials submitting to the Committee's 
authority. Indeed, as a Home Office memorandum of 17 August 
states, "Many people are urging on the Authorities [i.e., the 
Liverpool authorities] that Mr. Mann should be arrested. They 
[the authorities] have seriously considered whether he has 
brought himself within the law by his action in granting and 
refusing to grant "permits". They have tried their hands at the 
legal problem, but have not made great progress ... It would, 
they feel sure, greatly relieve the situation if he could be under 
control".* 29 '

In these permits lay the embryo of something bigger than any 
issues of the past months: they meant nothing less than working- 
class control of the means of distribution. The Strike Committee 
(hardly aware of the fact) had taken the first tremendous step, 
from preventing the company owners from organising transport, 
to organising it themselves. Along that road lay social revolution, 
and short of civil war (and an end to Liberalism) the state 
authorities could only save their position by persuading the 
owners to give way.

The railwaymen resumed work on 22 August amid some 
resentment from other trades still "out" in support, who felt 
they should have been consulted about the resumption in 
Liverpool. In fact, many believed the railwaymen, given more 
determined union leadership, could have won much more than a 
government commission. (30) Nevertheless, they had indeed done 
better than most had dared to hope; their morale was high 
enough for them all to be ready to come out again in November, 
when they objected to the commission's report, and got it 
altered. In their case, too, what had been a small minority of 
union adherents on the railways now swelled to embrace nearly 
the whole body of employees, and the lesson of industrial 
unionism had the effect of uniting three unions into the National 
Union of Railwaymen in the following year. 1311

1881 Torr, D., Tom Mann (1944), pp. 40-1. (26) Home Office file 212470/120.
(so) jy[r j j| Smith, in a recorded conversation; Mann, T., Memoirs, pp. 261-2.
A Government Commission of Enquiry (T. P. O'Connor, M.P., Kyffin Taylor, 

M.P., and D. J. Shackleton) which had been appointed on 18 August, telegraphed 
(20 August) "Local strikers in different trades here demand that no settlement 
railway dispute can come until all men of these trades are also safeguarded". 
(Home Office file 212470/356).

1311 Cole, G. D. H., "Short History of the British Working Class Movement", 
pp. 334-7. Halevy, E., op. cit., pp. 461-2, 483.
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The Strike Committee's work ended with some excitement.
Some tramwaymen, not all, had followed the call to join in 

the strike. Civic employees, they had never done such a thing 
before; and apparently the Corporation held itself immune from 
the conditions facing other employers: 250 men were told that 
they would not be reinstated.

The Strike Committee at once rescinded the decision to let 
work resume. For two days it was uncertain whether Liverpool's 
troubles were over at last, and the Strike Committee had to 
threaten a national strike in sympathy with the tramwaymen 
before the Corporation gave up its petty vindictiveness. 
Eventually, on a promise that all would be reinstated as places 
became vacant, the Strike Committee ordered a general 
resumption of work, and wound itself up on 24 August. 132 '

The Corporation's promise was only partially honoured, but 
that is another story. 1331 It was a new world altogether, in which 
the city fathers even deigned to make such a promise. They too 
had now to learn to live with the union. The union was every 
where. It had come to stay.

1321 Cole, G. D. H., op. cit., p. 331. T. P. O'Connor in Reynolds Newspaper, 
27 August. Torr, D., Tom Mann, p. 42.

Commission of Enquiry telegraphed (23 August) that the Enginemen and 
Firemen's Union, powerful and widely spread, threatened to call out their men 
all over the country; and that "the local representative of joint railways committee 
. . . indicated his intention to recommend his Committee to support tramwaymen 
in everyway . . ." (Home Office file 212470/356).

1331 Liverpool Trades' Council: Minutes, 13th December 1911, and sub 
sequent meetings during 1912, which make it clear that many men remained 
unemployed. (MS. in Liverpool Public Libraries).




