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HE Liverpool Dock Battalion' was both a response to

the particularly disorganised conditions that existed in
the Port of Liverpool in the first year of the First World War,
and an experiment in the military organisation of a vital war
industry. [t was an organisation formed to relieve congestion
in the port of Liverpool, and a ‘model’ of a disciplined
industrial work force, intended by its founder Lord Derby to
illustrate the benefit to industry of military units directly con-
trolled by a government department. In reviewing the
formation of the Battalion, the Adjutant wrote in August
1915 that, ‘the whole object of the battalion is to provide for
the Naval and Military authorities a labour supply upon
whose continuous labour they can rely at any time of the day
or night.”

Alongside the particular problems at Liverpool which
prompted the formation of the Dock Battalion was the belief
that similar military units could be organised in other spheres
which would alleviate worsening conditions in industry,
alleged to have been heightened by an inability to control
civilian labour. Lord Derby wrote to the Secretary of State
for War, Lord Kitchener, in April 1915, ‘I would guarantee
in this country to get you 10,000 men for your workshops . . .
what I would really like to take on now would be the
formation of industrial battalions.”” The establishment of the
Liverpool Dock Battalion was greeted with much enthusiasm
by Unionists who strongly favoured the conscription of
labour, and who supported military service in the munition
and transport industries. For this reason the battalion was
viewed with deep distrust by labour leaders strongly opposed
to ‘martial law’ in industry, who favoured instead the
organisation of industry for the war effort by a partnership of
the government and the trade unions.
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In the first three months of 1915 there were frequent
references in the national and regional press to severe
congestion in the ports of London and Liverpool. The closure
of ports on the east coast and Southampton had diverted a
large volume of trade to Liverpool at the outbreak of war,
and it quickly became congested. On 11 January, 1915, 44
steamers were awaiting berths at Liverpool and as delay bred
further delay several large steamers had, by 1 March, been
waiting in the port for over one month. The Liverpool Echo
had noted that, ‘the congestion of shipping on the Mersey
still continues, and despite the strong exertions which have
been made by shipping companies, merchants and railway
companies to overtake arrears, threatens to grow more
serious in the near future.™

Though the export trade had considerably declined in the
first year of war, fleets of merchant vessels continued to
transport a vast amount of stores to Britain. Berths full of
cargoes which had been discharged from ships and not
moved to the warehouses, technically known as ‘bowl berths’,
exacerbated the problem and prolonged the delays. A com-
plicated priority system whereby government cargoes took
precedence over other work, congestion on the railways
serving the port, and the occasional shortage of carts all con-
tributed to the acute problem at Liverpool. A report on the
situation was prepared by Sir Norman Hill for the Liverpool
Steamship Owners’ Association. He studied the trade and
import statistics for 1913 and 1914 and noted that the volume
of cargo carried per ship could not account for the serious
increase in the time taken for the discharge and loading of
ships, or ‘turn round’ period. He deduced that the main
cause for delay at the port was not a lack of ships or quay
space, but a shortage of labour.

Union officials of the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General
Workers Union in London denied that port congestion was
due to want of labour. The trade union laid the blame for
delay on the ship owners and merchants who persistently
failed to utilise the available resources for the removal of
merchandise from the riverside.” Despite union denials of the
shortage of dock and transport workers, this factor was
widely publicised. Combined with continuing industrial
disputes in the ports, the apparent shortage of labour caused
much anxiety for officials of the Board of Trade, aware of the
importance of overseas trade for the supply of food and raw
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materials. The alleged shortage of dock workers and the dis-
organisation on the quays were potent forces behind the
formation of the Dock Battalion in Liverpool.

8,000 dockers from the Mersey docks, the majority of
whom were members of the National Union of Dock
Labourers (N.U.D.L.), joined the army from August 1914 to
January 1915.° Consequently the number of dockers
available for work in the port declined; but more seriously,
the enlistment of regular dockers reduced the general level of
efficiency among the remaining dock labourers. The irregular
working pattern of the casual worker, heightened by the
removal of experienced dockers, was an important factor in
the congestion of the port. Casual labour in the docks was
often accused of ‘shirking’ and ‘slackness’.” Complaints were
made about the maintenance of the traditional method of
employment in the docks which was considered deleterious to
the effective prosecution of the war. Sir Norman Hill
complained that in Liverpool, ‘many of the men have worked
their best, but the majority have failed to recognise that the
war calls for personal sacrifice at the expense of their leisure
and their inclination.”

The common complaint against the dock worker was that
overtime rates enabled the worker to earn the equivalent of a
pre-war weekly wage after two or three days work. If the rest
of the week was taken off, this situation was hardly conducive
to the efficient organisation of the labour force in the port.
This feature of work in the first year of war was closely
connected to the significant role of casualism at the docks
and the traditional method of hiring temporary labour. It
was also to be an aspect of the problem which Lord Derby
later alluded to when he sought ‘steady’ dock workers for his
battalion.

Two weeks before the Liverpool Dock Battalion was
formed in March 1915, an unofficial weekend strike took
place on the River Mersey at both the Liverpool and
Birkenhead docks. The causes of the dispute arose over an
increase in day rates conceded by employers who deliberately
did not increase overtime rates to encourage men to work
during the ‘normal week’. In addition, Friday earnings after
5. p.m. and Saturday earnings were to be paid the following
week to save clerical costs. The dispute, which effectively
stopped weekend work and dislocated overtime arrangements
for three weeks, caused further congestion in the port. The
strike was also in support of the maintenance of the ‘subbing
system’, which allowed small payments in advance of wages,
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and which the employers wished to discontinue. The
coalheavers, in particular, were strongly opposed to this
departure from accepted practice. The N.U.D.L. had sought
to reform the system in a recent agreement with the port
employers, and the coalheavers were therefore also opposed
to the policy of the docker’s trade union. Although only the
coalheavers technically struck work, they received support
from many dockers who were not prepared to undertake
overtime work as the rates had not been increased.

Lord Kitchener wrote an appeal to the strikers which was
communicated to the men by the General Secretary of the
N.U.D.L., James Sexton. Towards the end of the letter
Kitchener had written, that if, ‘this appeal has no effect I
shall have to consider the steps that will have to be taken to
ensure what is required at Liverpool being done’.’ Lord
Derby also intervened and advised the dock leaders to
employ all means at their disposal to return the men to work
at the weekends, but with little success.'® On both occasions
there was an implicit threat, which suggested that the
government would intervene if the dispute was not swiftly
resolved by the trade union. On 29 March 1915 The Times
reported that it was expected that the War Office would take
action, because ships had sailed from Birkenhead leaving
behind cargoes which should have been loaded on the vessels
by the dockers in dispute.'"' The dispute was eventually
settled at the end of March by the union, although dockers at
Birkenhead remained extremely unhappy about the situation.
On the formation of the Dock Battalion, Derby specifically
stated that the military unit in the port was not an outcome
of the ‘week-end strike’, because the idea had been in his
mind long before the trouble arose. Despite his comment, it
might be assumed that the dispute had confirmed Derby’s
belief that the work at the ports was so important that it
could not be left to undirected civilian workers unused to
regular employment.

I1

On 29 March 1915 the War Office authorised Lord Derby to
raise a battalion of dock labourers to work on the Mersey,
which would be styled the ‘Ist Dock Battalion, Liverpool
Regiment’. It was to constitute a disciplined body of trade
union members who would be primarily engaged on
government work, but could be ‘hired’ out to members of the
Employers Association in the port of Liverpool. Warm
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approval of the scheme was expressed by Colonel Concanon,
manager of the White Star Line. To finance the battalion’s
work, the government department or shipowner who
employed the men would be charged a fee so that expenses,
other than the head-quarters staff and uniforms, would not
fall on the government.

In a review of the formation of the Dock Battalion in the
final months of 1915, the adjutant Captain Williams
emphasised the relationship between the congestion of the
port and the delays that developed as a result of almost total
dependence on the casual labourer. He noted that the
government cargoes of meat, sugar and general supplies,
‘were dependent upon a body of casual labour which worked
as it liked and when it liked‘."* The Liverpool Dock Battalion
in this context was formed so that the military and naval
authorities would no longer have to rely on the casual
labourer for the discharging of cargoes essential to the
effective prosecution of the war.

Dock labourers were to attest and be placed under military
law for home service. Membership of the N.U.D.L. was a
requirement of all who sought to join the battalion. This
went some considerable way towards ensuring that the
battalion would consist of dockers in regular employment as
the trade union had continued to maintain a high entrance
fee during the war. There was no upper age limit and no
medical examination of prospective entrants, although the
initial enthusiasm for the scheme ensured a reasonable
standard of health for men in the first three companies,
which were formed during April 1915. The rates of pay were
based on a civilian wage with the addition of the Army pay
for their respective rank. Therefore a private would receive a
guaranteed minimum wage of 35 shillings per week with the
addition of military pay at one shilling per day. This scale
ensured that, in most cases, the enlisted men would not have
to take a reduction in weekly income, and therefore service
would be attractive to the type of man Derby sought for his
battalion, ‘I have always had it in my mind that there were
many men working in the Docks, who, unable to enlist owing
to age, would still be glad to put on His Majesty’s uniform
and be employed as soldiers but in a civil capacity’."” The
correspondent of 7The Times noted that the two main
attractions of the battalion for dockers was the strong call
that it made to the ‘patriotic spirit’ and the guaranteed wage
of six shillings per day."

Derby sought the ‘best and steadiest’ men. He encouraged
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the support of the N.U.D.L. for the scheme. David Lloyd
George attached much importance to Sexton’s support for
the Dock Battalion and he noted, ‘it was James Sexton whose
loyal co-operation made possible the scheme and kept it
going in the teeth of much hostility and misrepresentation’.'®
Despite the hard work caused by the formation of the Dock
Battalion, particularly with regard to a scrutiny of the
military regulations and their impact on trade union
members, Sexton was an enthusiastic supporter of the
Battalion. This was not surprising as he was a strong
supporter of the war effort and it was the official policy of the
N.U.D.L. to support the government and to avoid industrial
disputes.

The first phase of the development of the Battalion was the
establishment of three companies, each to be composed of a
sergeant, 10 corporals and about 114 other ranks. These
earliest companies were to be ‘models’ for the later extension
of the force. They were allocated work by the adjutant,
Captain Williams."® Derby, who became commanding officer,
was determined to gain total union approval for the
formation of the battalion. The President, Vice-President and
an official of the N.U.D.L., all former or serving soldiers,
became the sergeants of the first three companies to be
formed. This not only highlighted the level of co-operation
between the union and the experimental military unit, but
also the initial support from the War Office which enabled
some officers and men to be seconded to the Dock Battalion.

I11

The Liverpool Dock Battalion was formed at the beginning of
a three month period of discussion concerning the efficient
manufacture, transport and supply of munitions, which was
to culminate in the Munitions of War Act in July 1915. A
most important feature of the Act was the extent to which the
manpower in the munitions industry could be directed by the
government departments. The first draft of the bill, which
was drawn up at the Board of Trade on 1 June, outlined two
proposals. The first proposal recommended the mobilisation
of armament and shipbuilding establishments which would
require the compulsory enrolment of every worker. The men
would be given a uniform, war bonus and became a member
of a disciplined force organised by a military commandant.
The second proposal recommended the voluntary enlistment
of skilled workers in engineering and shipbuilding firms, who
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would be willing to become members of a mobile labour
force.

Christopher Wrigley described the first proposal for the
mobilisation of munition establishments as being ‘akin’ to the
‘Dockers” Battalion.'” In The History of the Ministry of
Munitions, he suggested that the Dock Battalion was a ‘model’
which was related to the first proposal.' It is important to
note that the Liverpool Dock Battalion was an experiment in
the organisation of civil work, whose fortunes were closely
watched by government officials and trade unionists alike.
The battalion’s similarity to the first proposal of industrial
mobilisation lay in the fact that Lord Derby as commanding
officer (albeit honorary) was responsible for the discipline of
uniformed dockers working under military law. Furthermore,
the military organisation of dockers which took place in a
concentrated industrial area suggested that port labour as a
whole had been mobilised. But the Battalion, in numerical
terms, was a minority of dockers and transport workers, and
most importantly they were volunteers. The Liverpool Dock
Battalion was an important consideration in the period up to
July 1915 precisely because it was one of the few available
cases where a scheme of organised labour on government
work had been in operation. A tentative assessment could
therefore be made of 1ts work. But it was not a scheme which
had accomplished a complete organisation of labour within
the port, however much Lord Derby had initially sought to
enlarge his plans.

On 3 June, 1915 Lloyd George made a famous speech in
Manchester, during which he drew attention to the benefits
of powers of compulsion in industry under the Defence of the
Realm Regulations. He also argued that it would not be anti-
democratic to introduce compulsmn as an important element
in the organisation of the nation’s resources in war. Towards
the end of the speech Lloyd George, then Minister of
Munitions, stated that two things were essential if the best
use was to be made of labour within the field of industrial
organisation, firstly, ‘that we must increase the mobility of
labour, and the second is that we must have greater
subordination in labour to the direction and control of the
State.’"”

A day later Lloyd George visited Liverpool and accepted
Lord Derby’s invitation to inspect and address the Dock
Battalion. The Minister of Munitions noted that the
battalion was a ‘new experiment in the mobilisation and or-
ganisation of labour’, and he indicated his interest in the
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service it had rendered to the transportation of vital
industrial materials.?® Lloyd George stated, ‘I have heard a
great deal about your battalion, and everything I have heard
encouraged me to have a good opinion of the possibilities
which you have disclosed.””’ He ended the speech by
thanking the men for the example they had set by submitting
themselves to military conditions. Following so closely on
from his Manchester speech, Lloyd George’s visit to the
Liverpool Dock Battalion was widely reported. The
correspondent of The Times connected the transformation
which he said had taken place in the port of Liverpool to
Lloyd George’s view that the battalion disclosed certain pos-
sibilities for other industrial situations vital to the war
effort.?

The widespread publicity that was given to Lloyd George’s
visit to Liverpool and his speech in Manchester, and the re-
lationship developed between the two by the press, strongly
suggested that the Dock Battalion was of potential value
elsewhere. Lloyd George had pronounced that, ‘here is the
industrial war service that we need actually realised in the
least likely quarter.”” Despite its fundamental basis of
voluntary enrolment, the battalion became closely associated
with the idea of the mobilisation of industry. Consequently it
came to be viewed with some distrust in labour circles as
their fear of industrial conscription grew.

For some days after his Manchester speech, Lloyd George
seriously considered the total mobilisation of labour in the
munitions industry. At the same time however, he had
entered into negotiations with trade union leaders. They had
been made aware by their union membership of the hostility
felt towards the suggestions for compulsion which had been
made in the Minister’s speech in Manchester. The T.U.C.
was urged to campaign against compulsion which was
denounced as an attempt to crush the industrial strength of
organised labour through the withdrawal of protective worker

ractices and the imposition of government control of labour
in ‘controlled establishments’. The Amalgamated Society of
Engineers in the June report of their Executive Council wrote
of compulsory service that, ‘any attempt to force this
pernicious system on the nation would create serious
difficulties for the Government’.**

In the weeks of discussion in early June, the plan for the
compulsory enrolment of industrial workers was dropped in
favour of the voluntary enlistment of skilled munition
workers.? The eventual provision in the Munitions of War
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Act required the formation of a voluntary force which was
initially referred to as the ‘King’s Munitions Corps’. Trade
unions recommended skilled workers in the private, non-war
sector to enlist, and 100,000 enrolled within two weeks of the
establishment of the scheme. Standard district rates were
payable for the six months that the worker ‘bound’ himself to
the plan, and he worked wherever his skill was required in a
‘controlled establishment’. G.D.H. Cole remarked that the
Munitions Volunteers were ‘less objectionable’ than the Dock
Battalion because the workers were not subject to military
law.?*  This important difference between the two
organisations enabled trade union leaders to encourage
skilled workers to join the munitions scheme.

While shortages of skilled labour could be met by the
Munitions Volunteers, industrial conscription could not be
introduced on the pretext of a failed voluntary system. This
was a political situation similar, in principle, to Lord Derby’s
voluntary scheme for military recruiting in the autumn of
1915. The negotiations held by Lloyd George at his ministry
removed from the Munitions of War Bill, features which
implied compulsion or the intervention of military authority.
The labour clauses of the eventual Act referred to
‘undertakings’ by workers to go to factories carrying out
government contracts, and to prohibiting employers from
hindering the enrolment of their workers for the scheme. The
aspects of the Liverpool Dock Battalion which may have
initially influenced the government’s labour policy were in
substance removed from the Munitions of War Act, which
strove to solve the problem of the control of labour in
wartime conditions by essentially voluntary methods.

IV

The use of the Liverpool Dock Battalion, as an example of
the implementation of industrial ‘discipline’ by military or-
ganisation, in an important area of the supply of war
materials, by conscriptionist circles and sections of the press
encouraged the ambivalent attitude of the labour movement
towards it. The battalion encountered a number of problems
and a certain amount of hostility which meant that
eventually it became less important as a model for the control
of labour at a national level. Derby’s attitude towards the
force was to be influenced by increasing doubts that the
Battalion was flexible enough for it to be regarded as a type
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of organisation which would be suitable for all industrial
situations.

The Dock Battalion, whose men enjoyed a preferential
position in the docks because they were guaranteed a
minimum weekly wage, was aware that its existence had
heightened already-existing jealousies between the casual
docker in regular employment, and the other dockers who
were called ‘casual casuals.” A meeting of the battalion’s
small advisory committee, which included James Sexton,
discussed its relations with civilian labourers on 10 June 1915
and, in particular, warned of, ‘possible unrest on the coast lf
the Dock Battalion moved in to do the work of the ‘subs’.2
The ‘subs’ received small payments in advance of wages and
were mainly ‘casual casuals’. The military organisation un-
wittingly intervened in a situation which had already created
friction between the N.U.D.L. and unorganised dock labour.
In particular this was the case at Birkenhead, where the
maintenance of the ‘sub’ was regarded as paramount. In this
situation, with the exception of Captain Williams, the officers
and headquarters staff of the battalion had extremely limited
industrial experience.

In his correspondence Derby periodically referred to
labour opposition or unrest in the port which was directed
against the battalion. A notable occasion of opposition
occurred on 18 April, 1915 when a meeting was held for
union members at the port in order to explain the purpose of
the battalion. No speeches were delivered and the meeting
was unable to come to order. Soon afterwards Lord Derby
received a letter from Private Whittbread, ‘Last nights
meeting was a disgrace. But all sober honest dockers are with
you and a good soldier never turns back. Let the command
be Forward.’** This was to make him very wary of plans to
extend the scheme. G.D.H. Cole noted that the battalion was
unpopular with the dockers.”” Along with other anti-
COIlSCI‘lptlonlStS he firmly distrusted the element of ‘martial
law’ that existed at the port of Liverpool. But Cole’s
emphasis in opposition to the battalion was firmly directed
against the possible use of the unit for strike breaking
purposes.

Lord Derby stated, on the establishment of the Liverpool
Dock Battalion that, ‘the force will adhere strictly to Trade
Union rules and under no circumstances will be used as a
strike breaking battalion’.’* However with reference to a
potential strike which employers had averted in June 1915,
Derby had written, ‘I had arranged to put the Dock
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Battalion in to do the work if it had been required’.”' On the
formation of the battalion, Derby had emphasised his
insistence on membership of the N.U.D.L. for the men under
his command. He had linked the membership issue to the
possible concern that the battalion might be used to break
strikes, so that such fears might be allayed.

The problems that were to be encountered often concerned
the division between government and non-government work
and it was this feature of wartime port work that was to
increase fears about the use of the battalion. Several disputes
developed which had originally centred on the allocation of
work on the Mersey.”” This related to the division of tasks
between military and civil labour, and the War Office made
the problem more difficult when it attempted to broaden the
definition of ‘government work’. Derby’s personal record with
regard to the suggested use of troops during a strike in South
Wales’ coalfields in 1917, contributed to the view that it was
not his intention to use the battalion in industrial disputes.
But the unit certainly could be converted for use in that
situation.

The War Office certainly feared that poor relations with
civil labour would heighten tension in the port. In July 1915
it had sought reassurance that there were no serious labour
difficulties in the port.*> The general scepticism in London
irritated Lord Derby, and as early as 7 September 1915 he
wrote to a Treasury official about the Dock Battalion, ‘I am
really disturbed by your letter as it is quite impossible for me
to go on with the Dock Battalion under the present circum-
stances.”** The main point of concern about the Battalion in
Whitehall was to assess how commercially viable it was and
to what extent financial overheads could be reduced. In
August 1915 the War Office required from the adjutant
statistical details which would enable its costs to be
compared with a similar civilian operation. Whereas the staff
of the battalion felt that the War Office did not appreciate
the complexity of maintaining a large commercial
undertaking on military lines, the War Office argued that a
large deficit in running costs might not be counter-balanced
by the value of ‘discipline’. Derby concluded in a letter to
Captain Williams that, ‘at the present moment there is no
doubt the Financial part of the War Office is against us’.*

A similar complaint was levelled against the Dock
Battalion by the Treasury in January 1918 when a direct
reference was made to the high financial cost of the unit,
which was basically due to the irregular employment of the




150 K.R. Grieves

men.*® Military supplies to Russia in the autumn of 1916 and
the establishment of an American advanced based in
Liverpool in the summer of 1917 had created a large amount
of work for the military dockers. But this was by no means
always the case. The development of the convoy system in
particular created ‘bunching’ in cargo handling, and as a
result the irregular employment of labour became a marked
feature of the battalion’s work in Liverpool. Williams’
successor as adjutant, Captain Lemonius remarked that,
‘whatever the strength of the Unit may be it is impossible to
employ the whole of it continuously, owing to the fact that
the work comes in rushes, and under these circumstances it is
absolutely necessary to incur some expense in retaining a
reserve’.”’

The War Office could also afford to be sceptical about the
impact of the Liverpool Dock Battalion on port work because
it does not seem to have significantly reduced the level of
congestion on the River Mersey in the summer months of
1915. The Liverpool newspapers reported a number of
occasions when the Unionist M.P. for the Liverpool
constituency of West Toxteth Robert Houston complained in
the House of Commons about the persistently high level of
congestion in the port.*® On 5 May, 1915 it was reported that
Houston would ask the President of the Board of Trade
whether he was aware, ‘that there was more congestion on
the Mersey than in any other port in the United Kingdom’.*
Houston noted further than since 14 April 60 vessels on
average waited daily for berths. The position was much the
same on 17 June when Houston stated that exactly one week
previously, vessels awaiting allocation of berths numbered
61.%° The port of Liverpool therefore remained seriously
congested in the six months after the formation of the Dock
Battalion. Military labour was unable effectively to reduce
the delays and poor ‘turn round’ times which persisted
throughout 1915, and this was noted by officers hostile to the
Liverpool scheme in the War Office.

It 1s probable that the impact of the Liverpool Dock
Battalion, after the initial enthusiasm for the project, was
weakened by continuing port congestion and financial
problems. As a result the battalion was periodically
investigated by the Treasury and the War Office. The
‘military pay’ aspect worried treasury officials because the
guaranteed minimum weekly wage made the battalion an
expensive labour force, and even more so if it was not
consistently fully employed. In January 1918 Captain
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Lemonius attended a meeting of the Midland Division of the
Canal Control Committee and he suggested that a ‘portion’
of the battalion be placed at the authority’s disposal.*' This
action only served to heighten the feeling in London that the
Liverpool Dock Battalion was an extremely anomalous
organisation, especially by the last year of the war.

After the initial publicity which disseminated news of the
formation of the battalion, the scheme was unable to
maintain an influence on the evolving system of industrial
relations during the war. One of the most important reasons
for this was that essentially the experiment remained a
limited one. The Dock Battalions of the Liverpool Regiment
never numbered more than 2,000 men. There were
approximately 28,000 dock workers of various kinds at the
Mersey docks, and therefore the scale of the military
organisation, though significant, never equalled the sizeable
operations administered by the civilian authorities in the
port. In a letter to Walter Runciman in July 1915 Derby
noted that the battalion strength was 1,100 men and, ‘I am
hopeful that in say a few months’ time when everything
should be working quite smoothly that other Ports will follow
our example.’*?

In December 1916 a second battalion was formed and the
force probably reached its maximum size in May 1917 at
1750 men prior to the programmes of ‘combing out’ most
classes of industrial labour and home service battalions, so
that more men could be sent to the British armies in France.
Derby was not entirely happy about the establishment of a
second battalion and he urged Captain Lemonius to reduce
the force to one battalion which occurred early in 1918. This
coincided with the Port authority’s decision that the battalion
should not be employed on commercial work due to a series
of disputes in which it had been involved. The operative size
of the Liverpool Dock Battalion, though sub-divided into
companies, was 1400 men and it therefore bore little
resemblance to an infantry battalion. The fact that the
scheme was not expanded in Liverpool itself affected Derby’s
interest and enthusiasm for the project and curtailed his
optimism in the principle of military labour. Before the
formation of the battalion Derby had recommended the
military organisation of workshops. Subsequent develop-
ments in the port of Liverpool considerably altered his view
that military units could be used as sources of efficient labour
for the munitions and transport industries.
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In an undated memorandum which was probably written in
the last two months of 1915, some six months after the
formation of the Dock Battalion, Derby recommended the
formation of ‘dock companies’. He noted a shortage of dock
labour in Britain and recommended that companies of men be
formed under military law in central locations for the purpose
of dock work. He suggested that the companies should
consist of 250 men and be established at Glasgow, Preston,
the English east coast and in South Wales. Derby wrote, ‘I
have carefully considered whether it would be advisable to
form dock battalions on the Liverpool lines — but am
satisfied that to do so — apart from perhaps causing severe
labour trouble — would not result in any appreciable
improvement of the present circumstances’.*’

There were two essential differences between the Dock
Battalion in Liverpool and the Dock Companies proposed in
Derby’s memorandum. Firstly, the companies were to be
much smaller and apparently more applicable to dock work
than a battalion of over 1000 men. Secondly, the more
centrally located companies would be mobile to the extent
that ports where labour shortages existed could be assisted
by the nearest dock company. Therefore the English east
coast company would be directed to the ports of Newcastle,
Stockton, Sunderland and Hull. Though it is to be doubted
whether this proposal was seriously considered by the War
Office, the recommended size and location of the dock
companies suggest two important problems that the
Liverpool Dock Battalion had encountered in the first year of
its existence. The military organisation of dock work in
Liverpool was cumbersome and badly structured.

In May 1916 Derby wrote to Lord Channing, who had
sought the extension of the Liverpool scheme to the Clyde
and Tyne areas, that the, ‘Dockers’ Battalion is a great
success as far as it goes and I think I could get a good many
more under similar conditions, but that would not deal with
the difficulty of the situation’.*® Derby increasingly
recognised that it was not directly relevant to a difficult
industrial situation to attempt to curtail militant union
activities by the compulsory enrolment of workers on vital
war work.*” The Dock Battalion was an important
experiment of military intervention in the organisation of
industrial establishments, but the use of coercion implicit in
the presence of military law in civil workshops probably




Liverpool Dock Battalion 153

would not have been conducive to more favourable labour
relations in the Clyde and Tyne areas.

Early in the development of the battalion’s work, Derby
received a series of requests for further information about the
scheme from employers in ports throughout Britain. A year
after its formation Captain Williams informed Derby that he
had received inquiries about the solution of dock congestion
through the organisation of labour from ‘leading men’ in
Glasgow, Greenock, Hull, Fleetwood and Manchester.** On
3 April, 1915 the General Manager of the Cardiff Railway
Company wrote to Derby to request particulars of the
scheme envisaged for Liverpool Docks. The Manager hoped
to raise the ‘Bute Docks Battalion of Dock Workers’ and he
noted, ‘I am anxious to introduce the scheme at the Bute
Docks and 1 think most of our best men would warmly
welcome it’.*” Though Derby assisted the General Manager
with details of the plan there was little evidence that he
sought to support the scheme at Cardiff, which was rejected
by the War Office. Derby had become preoccupied with
directing the national recruiting campaign by the end of
1915, but there had been opportunities for him to give active
support to plans for similar units of military labour in other
ports. After the formation of the Liverpool Dock Battalion
Derby showed little interest in other plans copied from the
Mersey ‘model’. One of the reasons for this apparent
disinterest lay in Derby’s acceptance of national
responsibilities at the War Office.

From the outbreak of the war to October 1915, Lord
Derby was primarily concerned with the local organisation of
recruitment for military service in his capacity as Chairman
of the West Lancashire Territorial Association. In 1914 he
had raised five battalions of the King’s Regiment and a char-
acteristic of his organisation of recruitment in 1915 was the
support he received from labour politicians and trade union
leaders in Lancashire.** In October 1915 Derby became
Director of Recruiting at the War Office to administer the
last recruiting campaign of the voluntary system. On
Kitchener’s death he became Under Secretary of State for
War and on the formation of Lloyd George’s ministry in
December 1916, Derby became Secretary of State for War
until his resignation in April 1918. Throughout his time at
the War Office, and indeed thereafter as British Ambassador
in France, Derby remained the commanding officer of the
Liverpool Dock Battalion.

Derby remained in the closest contact with the adjutant of




154 K.R. Grieves

the battalion, but the scheme necessarily suffered from the
permanent absence of its patron who had also possessed
some influence in the port in his capacity as President of the
Liverpool Chamber of Commerce. Similarly Derby’s day to
day involvement in the battalion was replaced by his much
wider responsibilities at the War Office, where he had to
place the unit in the context of the general interest which the
department continued to show in the industrial organisation
of the manpower supply. Thus as his involvement in War
Office affairs became more intense in 1916, so the Liverpool
Dock Battalion appeared to be less capable of systematic
extension to other ports. Inevitably he became affected, to
however small a degree, by general governmental scepticism
of the value of the military organisation of civil work. By 1916
the battalion could no longer be described as a ‘model’, but
an unique ad hoc arrangement that had developed in the
specific context of the port of Liverpool in the first year of the
war.

VI

In January 1917 James Sexton’s criticism of the military
authorities in Liverpool who ‘appear to be acting on their
own’, was widely reported.*” In London the various port
authorities had been subordinated to the Port Congestion
Committee. A similar trend in Liverpool, involving two ad-
ministrative innovations, drastically reduced the seemingly
independent activities of the Liverpool Dock Battalion and
that of military work as a whole in the port. The acute
military manpower situation in France, heightened by costly
offensives during the Third Battle of Ypres, were to dictate a
trend in 1917 towards the more efficient control of large
occupational groups which carried out vital production and
services for the war effort.

One element of the innovations demanded by the ‘combing
out’ of industries to create further drafts for France was the
Liverpool Port Labour Committee. Established in 1916 it ad-
ministered the exemption process from military service for
dock labour essential for transport work in the port. As the
importance of this task grew in 1917, the Dock Battalion was
forced to respond to the decisions of the Port Labour
Committee on which it was not represented. The second ad-
ministrative response to the shortage of dock labour was a
tendency to consolidate the control of the port in a civilian
authority. Though established by the Admiralty in June
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1915, the ‘Liverpool Committee’ was dominated by two
powerful civil interests in the port, namely the Mersey Docks
and Harbour Board and the Liverpool Shipowners
Association.®® Thus as the control of port labour was
consolidated by the two committees, particularly the Port
Labour Committee, the Liverpool Dock Battalion became
subordinated to their decisions which were arrived at in
response to government policy on the manpower issue. In the
context of the urgent demand for men for military service the
battalion ceased to act on its own and no longer operated
independently of civil labour during the last eighteen months
of the war.

Derby wrote to Captain Lemonius in December 1917 that,
‘the Docks themselves have been combed out of young men
and the military authorities are anxious to take exactly the
same steps with regard to our Batt(alions) as they did to the
civilians and take out men under Military age who are fit for
other work’.>" There were 89 men in the battalions at this
stage who were under 26, although the adjutant noted that
only approximately 20 of these were fit for general military
service. Nevertheless between 7 December, 1917 and 22
January, 1918, 53 men from the battalions joined combatant
units.”® By January 1918 the Dock Battalion had aligned
itself with the policy of the Port Labour Committee by
combing out men under 26. This was extended after the
German spring offensive on the Western Front in March
1918 to 31 years. Though men who had enlisted before 15
October 1915 into the Liverpool Dock Battalion were not
withdrawn, a considerable reduction in the size of the unit
was made.

The process of combing out and exemption conferred on
both military and civil labour in the Mersey docks a parity of
esteem within the organisation of dock work in the port.
Despite the importance of retaining young dock workers in
Liverpool, the battalion did not resist the decision to comb
out the force and accepted the guidelines of the wartime con-
ditions of labour control at the port. The system of exemption
in fact led to a more effective utilisation of labour in the
Mersey docks. The civil authority asserted its position by
resisting military attempts to form a unit of men above
military age.*® The use of the ‘steady work’ test of 52 hours of
work per week for the issue of exemption certificates both
stabilised the civil labour force and reduced the impact of
military organisation on dock work. Thus the organisation of
dock work through the exemption process became more







