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I

P. J. Kelly was a Liverpool politician whose death in 1936 was 
headlined in the local press: 'Irish Leader Dead Stormy 
Political Career'. During his lifetime he was not an especially 
well-known figure, and he is now completely forgotten in 
popular memory. He left no personal papers or memoirs, and 
the organization in which he spent most of his political life, 
the Liverpool branch of the Irish Nationalist Party (I.N.P.), 
ceased to exist more than half a century ago and also left no 
records. 1 He might therefore seem an unlikely candidate for a 
biographical essay. Yet Kelly did indeed have a remarkable 
and varied career, and fleeting glimpses of his life can be 
discerned in a wide variety of disparate sources. Over a period 
of nearly fifty years he travelled through a political trajectory 
from Irish Nationalism and trade unionism to the Labour 
Party, along the way leaving his distinctive mark on a series of 
dramatic events in Liverpool's history. His story is a 
fascinating one in its own right, but it also sheds light on a 
number of key issues in the history of working-class politics:

On the lack of records lor the I.N.P. in Liverpool, see B. O'Connell, 
 The Irish Nationalist Party in Liverpool, 1873-1922' (unpub. B.Sc. 
(Econ.) thesis, LIniv. of Liverpool, 1971).
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on the tangled relationship between Nationalism and 
Labourism most obviously, but also on various aspects of the 
complex interactions of class, nationality, ethnicity, religion, 
and gender that shaped British working-class political 
consciousness over this long period. It has become 
increasingly common to emphasize the multiple and shifting 
identities of historical agents, both as individuals and as 
collective wholes such as ethnic groups or even classes. The 
biographical approach to history obviously lends itself to such 
an emphasis, and the multi-dimensional nature of Kelly's 
identity will be clearly revealed in this article. But also in 
passing it will focus attention on the shifting identity of the 
Catholic working class from which he sprang, and the political 
and trade union institutions within which he worked.

II

Patrick Jeremiah Kelly was born in 1869 at Moy, Co. Tyrone, 
in what is now Northern Ireland. 2 The occupations of his 
Catholic parents are not known, but he was raised apparently 
in humble circumstances. He was one of eleven children, and 
appears to have received a minimal formal education. He 
migrated to Liverpool in 1886 at the age of seventeen, at least 
one of his elder brothers, Thomas, having already settled in 
the city. Six years later he was recorded as residing in Taplow 
Street between Scotland Road and Vauxhall Road, in the 
heart of the Catholic working-class dockland district of north 
Liverpool. 3 Kelly established himself as an insurance agent 
connected with the Royal Liver Friendly Society, and 
prospered to an extent. By 1897 he had moved to the other 
side of Scotland Road in Everton Brow, and by 1914 several 
miles further inland to Moscow Drive in the relatively affluent 
suburb of West Derby.' Virtually nothing else of his personal

2 An outline of the biographical details of P. J. Kelly can be seen in the 
obituaries in the Liverpool Daily Post [liereafter L.D.P.\, 2 Dec. 1936, and 
the Evening Express, 1 Dec. 1936.

3 Liverpool Mercury, 9 Feb. 1892.
4 L.D.P., 25 Oct. 1897; 7 July 1914.
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life can be ascertained, except that he married and had no 
surviving children when he died.

Kelly appears to have become involved in politics at an early 
age. He was an 'uncompromising Irish Home Ruler", but he 
was also interested in trade union and labour politics. In the 
1920s he was to be described as 'a supporter of the claims of 
Labour and generally of the programme of the Labour Party', 
despite the fact that he was still nominally an Irish Nationalist. 0 
His elder brother Thomas was elected as the I.N.P. councillor 
for the Vauxhall ward in 1890, although he died five years 
later. Kelly first came to public notice himself as one of the 
dissident Parnellites who split the local I.N.P. in 1890-1, the 
latest episode in a pattern of fissure and radicalization in the 
local Nationalist movement that had been developing since the 
1870s. 1 ' Following the Parnell divorce case in November 1890, 
most of the local Nationalists followed their parliamentary party 
in withdrawing their support for ParnelTs leadership. A number 
of the younger members, however, stayed loyal, and formed the 
Liverpool Parnell Leadership Club (L.P.L.C.). It was not simply 
the question of leadership which motivated this group, but also a 
question of the politics of Nationalism. The L.P.L.C. declared 
itself anti-Liberal (echoing Parnell himself), and argued for a 
more independent political identity for the party. It also sought 
to broaden the aims of the party beyond its traditional emphasis 
on Home Rule. The representation of the local Catholic 
working class, and the need for policies to tackle its deplorable 
economic and social condition, were emphasized, together with 
general sympathy for the 'labour cause'. It should not be 
forgotten that all these developments were taking place in the 
immediate aftermath of the 'new unionist' strikes of 1889-90, 
which had involved many of the unskilled Catholic workers of 
Liverpool. 7 Richard McGhee and Edward McHugh, the first

5 For example, see Liverpool Offuial Red Book (1926), p. 554.
6 For the background to the Parnellite split, see O'Connell, 'The I.N.P. 

in Liverpool', pp. 65-71.
7 On the 1890 strikes, see R. Bean, 'Aspects of "new" unionism in 

Liverpool, 1889-91', in Building the union: studies on the growth of the 
workers' movement: Merseyside, 1757-1967, ed. H. R. Hikins (Liverpool. 
1973); E. L. Taplin, The Dockers' Union: a study of the National Union of 
Dock Labourers, 1889-1922 (Leicester, 1986).
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leaders of the National Union of Dock Labourers, were both 
Irish Nationalists, McGhee going on to become a Nationalist 
M.P. Their successor, James Sexton, was also a Nationalist up 
to this time before committing himself to Labour politics as a 
founder member of the I.L.P."

The Parnellite split in Liverpool was short-lived, not 
surviving the shattering blow of Parnell's death, but its brief 
life illuminated the shifting political currents of Irish 
Nationalism in the city. Kelly was clearly identified at this 
early stage in his career as one of the leading young activists of 
the movement. In his first recorded public appearance, he 
attended a meeting of the Parnellites in the Vauxhall branch 
committee rooms in Hatton Garden in June 1891, where he 
was described as the president of the L.P.L.C. 9

Rumbles of discontent continued in the local Nationalist 
movement, and Kelly remained at the heart of the protest. 
Early the following year a by-election was called in Everton 
ward. This was a predominantly Protestant ward and was 
rarely contested by Nationalists. In fact the by-election was 
most notable for a split in Tory ranks, with an 'Independent 
Conservative and Protestant' candidate taking on and nearly 
beating the official Tory. Yet Kelly was also nominated as an 
Independent Nationalist, being supported by two Nationalist 
councillors, his own brother Thomas and J. G. Taggart. They 
were all strongly censured for their action at two I.N.P. meetings 
described as 'heated and protracted'. A motion was even put at 
one of these meetings to support die Protestant candidate in the 
election. It was only withdrawn because it was argued that 
support from the I.N.P. would actually hinder rather than help 
the Protestant, driving away the votes of his more overtly anti-

See E. L. Taplin, 'Irish leaders and the Liverpool dockers: Richard 
McGhee and Edward McHugh', Bulletin of the North West Labour History 
Society, IX (1983-4), pp. 36-44; H. Felling, The origins of the Labour Part)', 
1880-1900 (2nd edn, Oxford, 1965), p. 199; entries for McGhee and 
McHugh in Dictionarv of labour biography, ed. J. Bellamy andj. Saville, 
VII, pp. 152-9.
L.D.P., 8 June 1891. This is the first reference to Kelly that appears in 
the local press. O'Connell, 'The I.N.P. in Liverpool', p. 140, attributes 
a speech reported in May 1890 to Kelly, but in fact it was by another 
dissident Nationalist, Deery: see L.D.P, 17 May 1890.
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Catholic supporters. At the subsequent nomination meeting, 
Kelly, 'who from his appearance seemed a mere youth', was 
gently mocked by his opponents. The Tory challenged his 
nomination, querying if he was of age, while the Protestant 
remarked that he looked a 'bright, nice, intelligent young man', 
to much laughter. Kelly apparently did little campaigning in the 
ward, and received only 205 votes in a poll of over 8,000. His 
first foray into municipal politics had been hardly auspicious. 10

Further rebellion against the moderate and authoritarian 
leadership of the Liverpool I.N.P. resurfaced in the mid-1890s, 
and again Kelly was one of its main leaders. The local event 
which precipitated this dissension was the defeat of the Liberal 
Party, with which the I.N.P. had been closely allied, in the 
council elections of November 1895. The collapse of Liverpool 
Liberalism, ushering in sixty years of unbroken Tory rule, left 
the Nationalist leadership floundering. There were also at this 
time youthful and anti-establishment tendencies forming in the 
Nationalist Party in other parts of Britain, and in Ireland 
under the leadership of Arthur Griffith." The dissidents in 
Liverpool appealed to the Catholic working-class voters of the 
city with the claim that their long-established Nationalist 
representatives had been failing them. Kelly was one of a 
number of 'young Turks' in the Liverpool movement who 
again attempted to shift the focus away from the issue of Home 
Rule. Instead they turned the spotlight onto problems such as 
unemployment and poor housing which so badly affected the 
Catholic working class of the city. 1 - In doing so they raised the

10 L.D.P., 13 Feb. 1892; Liverpool Courier, 10, 13, 16 Feb. 1892; Liverpool 
Mercury ,9, 10, 13 Feb. 1892.

11 See R. P. Davis, Arthur Griffith and non-violent Sinn Fein (Dublin, 1974), 
pp. 3 36; on the complex relationship between Irish Nationalism and 
socialism as reflected in Griffith's, and Sinn Fein's, attitude to the 1913 
Dublin lock-out, see D. Howell, A lost left: three studies in socialism and 
nationalism (Manchester, 1986), pp. 123-4; see also A. Pimley, 'The 
working-class movement and the Irish revolution, 1896-1923', in The 
revolution in Ireland, 1879-1923, ed. D. G. Boyce (London, 1988), 
pp. 193 215; A. Morgan, Labour and partition: the Belfast working class, 
1905-1923 (London, 1991), pp. 91-117, 145-78.

12 See O'Connell, 'The I.N.P. in Liverpool', pp. 72-84; A. Shallice, 
'Liverpool Labourism and Irish Nationalism in the 1920s and 1930s', 
Bulletin of the North West Labour History Society, VIII (1982-3), pp. 20-1.
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broader issue of how far Nationalism could cope with a 
specifically urban agenda.

Still a young man in his twenties, Kelly stood again as a 
candidate in municipal elections in November 1896. 
Describing himself as an Independent Nationalist, he took on 
the officially-supported Nationalist, O. O'Hara, in the 
predominantly Catholic working-class South Scotland ward. 
O'Hara was a veteran of the party almost sixty years old and 
a prosperous egg merchant. The nature of the campaign was 
made plain at a public meeting in support of O'Hara. The 
local Nationalist leader, G. J. Lynskey, who had once advised 
the Liverpool Irish to 'remember they were Irishmen first and 
Liverpudlians after',' ' delivered a 'trenchant address' 
condemning Kelly's candidature. He reminded his audience 
that O'Hara had the 'unanimous and undivided support of 
the clergymen in the ward (hear, hear)'. Lynskey also read a 
message from the Nationalist M.P. for the Liverpool Scotland 
division, T. P. O'Connor, asking all true Nationalists to 'vote 
solid' for Mr O'Hara. 11 In the poll, O'Hara won comfortably 
but Kelly gained a respectable 29 per cent of the vote.

In the following two years Kelly was nominated again in 
the ward against official I.N.P. candidates. On both occasions 
he withdrew before polling day, on the second occasion in 
1898 standing down to enable another rebel Nationalist, 
Frank Harford, to have a clear run against G. J. Lynskey. 11 
Still as one of the leading dissidents in the local Nationalist 
movement, Kelly's next sortie into electoral politics came in 
May 1899, when he stood as an Independent Nationalist in a 
by-election in Vauxhall ward. His opponent, Thomas Burke 
(the future historian of Catholic Liverpool), was the official 
Nationalist candidate and also had the support of the Liberal 
Party. 16 On the Sunday before the poll, Kelly's supporters held 
a public meeting in Gildart's Gardens near the city centre. 
Here Kelly outlined the motivation behind his challenge to

13 Quoted in P. J. Waller, Democracy and sectarianism: a political and social 
history of Liverpool, 1868-1939 (Liverpool, 1981), p. 137.

14 L.D.P, 31 Oct. 1896.
15 L.D.P, 25, 27 Oct. 1897; 25, 26 Oct. 1898.
16 Liverpool Conner, 10 May 1899; L.D.P, 12 May 1899.



P.J. Kelly and Politics in Liverpool 153

the Nationalist old guard: 'for a considerable time past the ward 
has been much neglected by its representatives, and the time 
had come when a stop had to be put to this state of things'. 17

This might have been as much a generational conflict as one 
over labour and social issues. Kelly was supported from the 
platform by the same youthful Frank Harford to whom he had 
deferred in 1898. Harford had by this time defeated Lynskey in 
a by-election in South Scotland ward where questions of urban 
social conditions had been very clearly spelled out. 11' There 
was evidence too of considerable popular support in the 
slumlands of Catholic Liverpool for Kelly's challenge. After the 
speeches in Gildart's Gardens, Kelly's supporters proceeded to 
Pownall Square in the heart of the Vauxhall ward, where a 
Very large and enthusiastic meeting was held, over 3,000 
people being present'. This was in a ward which had only 
2,000 voters. Along the line of the route very large crowds of 
people assembled, 'greetings of sympathy' being extended to 
the procession. The march was 'enlivened by the strains of a 
brass band, which discoursed national and patriotic airs'.

The lively participation of the local Catholic populace was 
not confined to Kelly's side. On the following day, the old 
guard replied with two 'large and enthusiastic' public 
meetings in the ward. Burke attended neither due to the 
unfortunate death of his infant son earlier in the day. Speaking 
on his behalf, though, J. G. Taggart, Kelly's erstwhile 
supporter in 1892 but now a loyal Nationalist councillor, put 
the official case:

he (Taggart) had represented the ward for eleven years, and had often 
had to advise the electors to support candidates who were pledged to 
Home Rule. He had never found his constituents to fail him, and in 
asking them now to support Mr Tom Burke ... he felt sure they 
would stand by the Nationalist candidate. 1 ' 1

Taggart's confidence was justified, as Burke was elected with 
680 votes to Kelly's 304. The intensity of the political 
differences reflected in the contest and the degree of popular

17 L.D.P., 15 May 1899.
18 See Shallice, 'Liverpool Labourism', pp. 20 1.
19 L.D.P, 16 May 1899.
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participation was again demonstrated at the count. A large 
crowd gathered outside, and the hostility of Burke's supporters 
was such that Kelly had to be escorted to his cab by police 
after the result had been declared.-" There were some 
mitigating circumstances for Kelly's failure in this election. 
Vauxhall ward, situated on the edge of the city centre, 
contained far more business voters than South Scotland,- 1 
where Harford had earlier triumphed. Burke's bereavement 
during the campaign probably won him some sympathy votes 
as well. Nevertheless, Kelly's latest entry into Liverpool 
electoral politics had not been a personal triumph.

However, the campaign to change the Liverpool I.N.P. that 
Kelly had become identified with was successful. Frank 
Harford's brother Austin was also elected in South Scotland 
ward in 1899, and together the two brothers led the challenge 
to the old party leadership. In the 1900 general election, 
Austin Harford threatened to split the Nationalist vote in the 
Scotland constituency and endanger T. P. O'Connor's 
hitherto safe seat. In the event, the challenge was withdrawn 
at the last moment, and O'Connor survived. The pressure for 
change within the party was irresistible. Formal co-operation 
with the Liberals was ended in June 1899, so the party could 
assert an independent stance in defence of Catholic working- 
class interests. Liverpool Liberalism was to become an 
increasingly unsuitable ally for Irish Nationalism not only 
because it was politically weak, but also because the patrician 
tone of the local Liberals was incompatible with the radical 
shift amongst the Nationalists. 22 This in part explains why 
Nationalism maintained its formal identity in Liverpool, 
rather than being assimilated into the Liberal Party as it was 
in other cities such as Manchester. 23 As the Liverpool I.N.P.

20 L.D.P., 20 May 1899.
21 See S. Davies, Liverpool Labour: social and political influences on the 

development of the Labour Party in Liverpool, 1900-1939 (Keele. 1996), 
p. 129.

22 Waller, Democracy and sectarianism, pp. 14-15, 67-70, 180-1, 186-7, 
274-80.

23 S. Fielding, 'Irish politics in Manchester, 1890-1914', International 
Review of Social History, XXXIII (1988), pp. 270-80.



P. J. Kelly and Politics in Liverpool 155

became more assiduous in its attention to local issues, then, so 
former dissidents like the Harford brothers were absorbed 
into its leadership. Austin Harford in particular, as deputy 
chairman of the housing committee from 1907, became 
associated with the slum-clearance and council-house building 
programme in the city. This was unusually extensive for its 
time, and benefited especially the mainly Catholic residents of 
the court and cellar dwellings of the north end of the city. 24

Kelly no doubt found the change of emphasis in the party 
more compatible with his own sympathy for the 'cause of 
labour'. In most places, the possibility of expressing this 
sympathy in terms of trade union and political organization 
outside the Labour Party became increasingly difficult in the 
years up to 1914. Liverpool was unusual in that the 
institutionalization of the politics of 'labour' specifically in the 
Labour Party was only partial.-"' As some of Kelly's later 
exploits will confirm, there was still some space for manoeuvre 
on 'labour issues' outside the confines of the Labour Party. 
Thus Kelly settled in to the mainstream of the Liverpool 
I.N.P. He became secretary of the local branch of the United 
Irish League, the body which reunited constitutional 
Nationalism inside Ireland and abroad from 1899. He rose 
through the ranks, and in July 1914 he was elected unopposed 
as the official Nationalist candidate at a by-election in South 
Scotland ward. His concern for social issues was still 
prominent. He was noted at the time as a member of the 
Liverpool Insurance Committee which was administering the 
new National Health Insurance system. He had been 
prominent on that body by his agitation for cheap tram fares 
for schoolchildren.- 1' He was returned to the council 
unopposed again in November 1914, and then sat 
unchallenged until 1921, due to the war-time cessation of 
local elections.

Kelly was not a typical Liverpool Nationalist leader, though. 
The first working-class councillors in the city were both 
Nationalists: J. G. Taggart, elected in 1888, and Kelly's own brother

24 Davies, Liverpool Labour, p. 37.
25 Davies, Liverpool Labour, pp. 53-77.
26 L.D.P., 7, 16 July 1914.
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Thomas, in 1890.- 7 But they were exceptions, like Kelly himself. 
It has been shown that I.N.P. councillors were predominantly 
middle-class in their social origins. 28 Even Kelly's youthful 
Parnellite allies came from very different backgrounds from his 
own. The Harford brothers inherited their father's substantial 
woollen cloth business and were well educated. 2 ' 1 In the absence 
of any significant tradition of 'Lib-Labism' in Liverpool, it is 
tempting to suggest that 'Nat-Labism' was the indigenous 
equivalent. It was ultimately to prove more durable and long- 
lived than most examples of Lib-Labism. Unlike Taggart, who 
became vehemently anti-Labour later, 3" Kelly retained his 
commitment to the 'interests of Labour' as a Nationalist 
politician well into the 1920s. In the meantime, though, he had 
been making his mark elsewhere in trade unionism.

Ill

The second notable public phase of Kelly's career was directly 
connected to his livelihood as an insurance agent for the Royal 
Liver Friendly Society. The unionization of his fellow workers 
was one aspect of his activity. Two major unions of insurance 
workers had emerged by the early years of the twentieth 
century. On the one hand there was the National Federation of 
Insurance Workers, which comprised various 'staff associations' 
of individual insurance societies, and was close to being a 
'company union' with little real independence from managers' 
influence. On the other hand, there existed the more 
independent and militant National Amalgamated Union of Life 
Insurance Workers, which fought hard to defend its members 
over such questions as discipline and working conditions. 51

27 Waller, Democracy and sectarianism, pp. 100-1,513.
28 Davies, Liverpool Labour, pp. 70-3.
29 L.D.P., 4 Oct. 1944.
30 Waller, Democracy and sectarianism, pp. 285, 513.
31 See A. Marsh and Y Ryan, Historical directory oj trade unions, I: non- 

manual unions (London, 1980), pp. 114-15, 162-5; A. Wilson and 
H. Levy, Industrial insurance: an historical and critical study (Oxford, 1937), 
pp. 263-84; Liverpool Trades Council and Labour Party [hereafter 
L.T.C.L.P.I, Minutes, 30 May 1906.
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Kelly apparently played a leading role locally and nationally 
in the latter. 32 However, in 1906 he achieved much greater 
fame through his involvement in a public campaign which can 
only be understood by a short digression into the history of 
working-class insurance.

Insurance agents were ubiquitous and important figures in 
working-class localities. They were all connected with those 
friendly societies and insurance companies which provided 
burial insurance. :!:i Agents would collect a small premium each 
week from households, in return for which a burial grant was 
paid out when the policy-holder died. Funerals were described 
as the 'greatest festivals of all' in working-class life and 
involved considerable and conspicuous expenditure. A 
pauper's funeral was associated with the hated poor law and 
deeply feared as 'a slur on the dead and on their relatives'. 
The crucial importance in working-class communities of being 
able to afford a proper funeral is attested to by the fact that by 
the end of the nineteenth century this form of insurance was 
almost entirely proletarian in its coverage, and also by the fact 
that virtually all sections of the working class were covered by 
it. Indeed, in even the poorest districts of Liverpool, a family 
which did not have burial insurance was seen as exceptionally 
improvident. Kclly's own status within his community can in 
part be explained by the widespread respect accorded to 
insurance agents, and the unrivalled knowledge of everyday 
working-class life that they acquired. No wonder also that 
collectors were frequently elected as councillors. 114

32 Evening Express, 1 Dec. 1936.
33 Wilson and Levy, Industrial insurance; D. Morrah, A history of industrial 

life insurance (London, 1955); P. H. J .H. Gosden, The friendly societies 
in England, 1815-1875, pp. 58-9; P. Johnson, Saving and spending: 
the working-class economy in Britain. 1870-1939 (Oxford, 1985), 
pp. 11-47.

34 Johnson, Saving and spending, pp. 13-25, 39, 43, 46-7; D. Vincent, Poor 
citizens: the state and the poor in twentieth-century Britain (London, 1991), 
p. 17; P. O'Mara, The autobiograpliy of a Liverpool shimmy (Liverpool, 
n.d.), p. 42 (my thanks to John Herson for pointing out this reference 
to me); in Liverpool in 1930, three out of nineteen councillors in 
Catholic wards whose occupations were known were insurance agents: 
Davies, Liverpool Labour, p. 73.
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The friendly societies which provided burial insurance 
grew rapidly from the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century. Most of the larger societies were based originally in 
Liverpool, including the two largest, the Royal Liver and 
the Liverpool Victoria. 35 In theory at least they were 
controlled by the contributing members, who all had full 
voting rights at general meetings. This distinguished them 
from the other main providers of burial insurance, the 
industrial assurance companies which were purely 
commercial companies run by directors on behalf of 
shareholders. The biggest of these was the Prudential, 
followed by the Pearl and the Refuge.

In the early years of the twentieth century there were 
moves to convert friendly societies into private limited 
companies. In practice, it was argued, there was little real 
difference in how the two types of insurance providers 
operated. The democratic structure of the societies had 
become obsolete, and they were effectively run on 
commercial lines by their officials. 31 ' Conversion to company 
status was thus recommended to improve 'efficiency'. The 
Royal London converted in 1908 and the Blackburn 
Philanthropic in 1913. 37 However, when it was proposed to 
convert the Liverpool Victoria, a storm of protest ensued, led 
by Kelly. The reasons for Kelly's involvement in this 
campaign are not easy to identify. It may have been that as a 
prominent union activist he was bound to intervene in a 
dispute affecting one of the most important insurance 
societies in the country, and a major local institution. 3" More 
interestingly, there may have been a sectarian motive for his

35 Morrah, History of industrial life insurance, pp. 54-6; the collecting 
societies were only one of seventeen different types of friendly society 
that can be identified, and should not be confused with the convivial 
societies or orders such as the Oddfellows, Buffs, Foresters, etc.: 
Gosden, Friendly societies, pp. 14 62.

36 Wilson and Levy, Industrial insurance, pp. 263-4.
37 There is some evidence of campaigning in the labour movement 

against the Royal London conversion, but it was plainly unsuccessful: 
L.T.C.L.P., Minutes, 10 June 1908.

38 The Liverpool Trades Council declared its strong opposition to the 
conversion: L.T.C.L.P., Minutes, 7 Nov. 1906.
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concern. In the official centenary history of the Liverpool 
Victoria, it was stated baldly: 'The names of the earliest 
members of the Executive, both the Honorary Committee 
and the Active Committee, show that gentlemen of Irish 
origin took a prominent part and interest in the Society's 
work.' Later, in the 1880s, the society 'enlisted the aid of Mr 
T. P. O'Connor', the Liverpool Irish Nationalist M.P., in a 
dispute with some of its rivals, suggesting again some 
sectarian connection. 39

Whatever his motives, Kelly was described as the 'heavy 
artillery' of the opposition to conversion when it was first 
put to a general meeting in the Exeter Hall, London, on 19 
September 1906. The great popular interest in the issue was 
shown by the fact that the hall was filled to capacity, while 
another 8,000 members were locked outside. The meeting 
was disorderly in the extreme, with constant barracking of 
speakers. When Kelly first attempted to speak he was seized 
and an attempt was made to eject him, but eventually he 
reached the platform 'amid much cheering and groaning'. 
In his speech he opposed the conversion because, he 
asserted, it was unnecessary to expand the scope of the 
society, and because financial advantages of friendly status 
such as exemption from certain taxes would be lost. He also 
stated that he and his supporters 'were there as friends of 
the collectors', some of whom were already paid below 
trade union rates and would have their commission cut 
further after conversion, and who had been intimidated into 
accepting the scheme by the officers of the society. Finally, 
he predicted that if the resolution was passed, 'it would be 
the last vote on God's earth they would record in 
connection with the Victoria', as the voting rights of the 
contributors would be abolished. After further riotous 
scenes, the scheme was declared passed on a show of hands 
amidst a storm of jeering. The police had to be called to 
restore order, and protests continued outside the hall 
afterwards for some time.

39 Liverpool Victoria Friendly Society: centenary celebration, 1843-1943 (London, 
1946), pp. 2, 14.
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Four days later Kelly addressed a large public meeting in 
Hyde Park. He demanded another meeting of the Liverpool 
Victoria, claiming that the Exeter Hall had been packed with 
officials and employees and their friends before the 
advertised start, so the vote taken had been invalid. He 
continued in the combative style that was to be the hallmark 
of his career: 'the 2,500,000 members of the society should 
have a fair opportunity . . . they intended to fight the matter 
inch by inch . . . they could still smash the scheme by using 
the methods which the promoters had employed'. Various 
other 'acrimonious' protest meetings were held in London 
over the next week, in some of which 'violent contact' took 
place.

The society was reconvened in the Exeter Hall on 5 
October to discuss the conversion. Thousands milled around 
outside before the start, controlled by a 'strong posse of 
police', and in heated discussion 'fisticuffs were resorted to' on 
several occasions. The meeting was 'of a very stormy 
character' according to The Times, as the account in the 
Liverpool press confirmed:

Inside the hall the atmosphere seemed to be electrically charged, 
everyone being on the lip-toe of excitement . . . When [Kelly] took 
his seat in the body of the hall loud cries of 'chuck him out' and 
cheers were raised . . . for nearly ten minutes there was a deafening 
uproar, during which a policeman's whistle was blown . . . Mr Kelly 
at this point got up and endeavoured to address the chairman, but 
his remarks were inaudible. So persistent was he that at length he 
was allowed to mount the platform . . . Mr Kelly was understood to 
say that the action of the chairman at the last meeting was a 
travesty of justice ('hear, hear' and uproar). What the)' wanted was 
fair play . . . (cheers and disorder) . . . The chairman (to Mr 
Kelly) Will you sit down? Mr Kelly No; I insist on this man 
leaving the chair (uproar) . . . Mr Kelly next opposed the resolution, 
and characterized the meeting as another farce. He complained that 
an attendant at the meeting assaulted him on three occasions . . . 
The action of the committee management was one of the most 
barefaced, impudent and audacious that had ever been taken in the 
history of the society. Mr Kelly was barely audible, so great was the 
disorder.

The conversion scheme was approved again on a show of 
hands, but protests continued in the hall for half an hour 
afterwards. Kelly informed the press outside that legal action
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would now be taken. Four days later a High Court injunction 
against the conversion was upheld, and this decision was later 
confirmed after arbitration. 40

The passions aroused by this proposal seem incredible in 
the current age when building societies are converted into 
banks with scarcely a murmur. Plainly the nature of the 
friendly collecting societies was a vital issue to their working- 
class members, and Kelly was in an ideal position to know 
this. Whether sectarian feeling made it an even more emotive 
issue in this case is open to conjecture. Kelly himself had 
demonstrated his formidable fighting qualities, which were to 
be employed in a number of different arenas in the succeeding 
years. He had undoubtedly advanced his 'stormy political 
career' by leading the successful Liverpool Victoria campaign, 
but even more dramatic storms were to follow.

IV

In the next significant development of his career, Kelly 
became involved in the unionization of tramway workers in 
Liverpool. This appears to have been prompted by his 
election onto the tramway committee of the city council. His 
role in what became an extremely complex situation was by 
no means straightforward, however, and needs to be explored 
in some detail for its political significance to be unravelled. 
The tramway workers, who had been employed by the city 
council since 1897, had long remained a poorly-paid and 
badly-treated section of the local working class. All attempts at 
unionizing them had proved abortive up to 1917, despite 
some successes in other municipalities." Wartime conditions

40 L.D.P., 20, 24 Sept., 6 Oct. 1906; The Times, 20 Sept., 6 Oct. 1906; 
Liverpool Victoria centenary, p. 19.

41 R. Bean, 'Working conditions, labour agitation and the origins of 
unionism on the Liverpool tramways', Transport History, V (1972); E. L. 
Taplin, 'The Liverpool tramwaymen's agitation of 1889', in Building the 
union, ed. Hikins; D. N. Smith, 'Trade unions, employers and the 
development of collective bargaining in the tramway and omnibus 
industry, 1889-1924' (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, Univ. of Liverpool, 1986), 
pp. 324-32.
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had had a significant impact on them, however. Labour 
shortages meant that a large number of new employees were 
brought onto the trams, including for the first time women as 
conductors. Managers were generally hostile to the idea of 
employing women, as was the main union in the industry, the 
Salford-based Amalgamated Association of Tramway and 
Vehicle Workers (A.A.T.V.W.). A heated debate took place, for 
instance, over what became known as the 'skirt question', 
which centred on whether it was acceptable for women to 
climb up stairs on the trams while wearing skirts. 42 
Nevertheless women were increasingly employed in Liverpool, 
perhaps due in part to the absence of the A.A.T.VW. in the 
city. The situation was further complicated when in the 
summer of 1917, amidst a rising tide of industrial militancy 
throughout the country, another union, the Municipal 
Employees' Association (M.E.A.), began to recruit tramway 
workers in the city, apparently at the instigation of Kelly. The 
M.E.A. attracted mostly manual municipal workers such as 
street sweepers and sewerage workers, being especially strong 
in London. The A.A.T.VW. had for long complained that the 
M.E.A. had been illegally poaching the employees of 
municipal tramway companies, leading at one stage to the 
M.E.A. being expelled from the T.U.C. 43 Six months after the 
M.E.A. recruitment campaign had begun, the A.A.T.VW. 
countered with a new attempt to unionize the Liverpool 
workforce.

In the first six months of 1918 the M.E.A. became 
increasingly militant in its demands for its members, while 
relations between the M.E.A. and the A.A.T.VW. grew 
steadily worse. The A.A.T.VW. in Liverpool was backed by 
the strongly anti-socialist Carters' Union, which represented a 
notoriously 'Orange' section of the local workforce, was not 
affiliated to the Trades Council, and had close sympathies 
with the Conservative Workingmen's Association. There were 
allegations in the Trades Council and among M.E.A.

42 Smith, 'Trade unions', pp. 198-213.
43 See H. A. Clegg, A. Fox, and A. F. Thompson, A history of British trade 

unions since 1889, I: 1889-1910 (Oxford, 1964), p. 450;"//: 1911-1933 
(Oxford, 1985), p. 91.



P. J. Kelly and Politics in Liverpool 163

members that the A.A.T.V.W. was effectively a company 
union, encouraged and supported by the tramway 
management and Tory members of the tramway committee. 
The management adopted a clear policy of victimization of 
M.E.A. members, while at the same time the manager and 
some of his senior assistants were known to have attended at 
least one A.A.T.V.W. meeting. The situation was further 
complicated by the fact that the M.E.A. had recruited most of 
the women conductors, while the A.A.T.V.W. appeared to 
attract a disproportionate number of male drivers. Skill and 
status, as well as gender, were sources of division. A.A.TVW. 
members were reported to object to 'being in with 
gravediggers, sewerage men, clerks, and all the rest of them', 
as they would have been in the M.E.A., which included all 
municipal employees. Personal relations between the two 
groups of tramway workers were increasingly soured. It was 
alleged that M.E.A. conductors would lean out of their trams 
and spit whenever they passed a tram crewed by A.A.T.V.W. 
members. The general secretary of the A.A.TVW. warned 
that he was 'quite sure our members are well able to take care 
of themselves' in the face of what he described as 
'intimidation' by the M.E.A. 44

From his position on the city council, Kelly was able to 
intervene directly in questions relating to the pay and 
conditions of tramway workers. His involvement with the 
M.E.A. was reflected in a series of motions he put to the 
council from March through to July 1918 defending tramway 
workers against the management campaign of victimization. 
On the tramway committee, he worked closely with the leader 
of the Eabour Party, W. A. Robinson, in opposing a series of 
dismissals of M.E.A. members on various disciplinary charges. 
They also intervened on other issues, for instance proposing 
wage increases for tramway employees, and also arguing for 
equal wage rates for equivalent men and women conductors.

44 Smith, "Trade unions', pp. 325-6; S. Maddock, 'The Liverpool Trades 
Council and politics, 1878-1918' (unpub. M.A. thesis, Univ. of 
Liverpool, 1959), pp. 171-2; L.D.P.. 1 1 July 1918; Liv. R.O., Liverpool 
City Council Tramway Committee, Minutes, 3 May 1918, letter from 
Stanley Hirst dated 22 Apr.



164 Sam Davies

Kelly's motives in publicly taking sides in what became an 
increasingly bitter dispute need to be considered. His often 
proclaimed sympathies for the 'cause of labour' and his earlier 
experience in unionizing insurance workers were the obvious 
motivation. He also took up the cause of other groups of 
municipal workers at this time, such as the 1,300 special 
constables recruited during the war who protested against 
their working conditions. 45 However, it is also possible that 
Kelly's position as a Nationalist representative of the Catholic 
working class was relevant to his support for the M.E.A. 
tramway workers.

A close reading of one of the disciplinary cases against two 
M.E.A. women conductors raises some intriguing questions. 
These two conductors were dismissed allegedly because they 
had not sold enough charity tickets for the Prisoners of War in 
Enemy Countries Fund on their trams. The general manager 
of the tramway company had interviewed the two women, 
and he reported that he had asked one of them 'if she held the 
view that she would just as soon be under German rule as 
English rule to which she replied "yes"'. The other woman 
also replied yes to the same question, and they were 
accordingly dismissed for being 'pro-Germans'. 41 ' Now these 
attitudes might have reflected socialist sympathies on the part 
of these women, but it is perhaps more probable that Irish 
Nationalist feeling was relevant. In 1914 a socialist objection 
to a war between the imperialist powers would have been 
most likely. By 1918, though, the Irish rebellion was escalating 
into full-scale war with the British, and significant sections of 
Sinn Fein were advocating a policy of neutrality towards the 
belligerents in the Great War. Might it be that Liverpool 
Catholic allegiances to Irish Nationalism were reflected here? 
Might it also be the case that the influx of labour into the 
tramway service during wartime conditions consisted of not 
only women for the first time, but also Catholics? A similar 
influx of Catholics into previously Protestant-dominated work

45 Liverpool City Council, Minutes, 6 Mar., 10 Apr., 3, 24 July 1918; 
Tramway Committee, Minutes, 11 Jan., 8, 22 Feb., 22 Mar., 5, 19 Apr., 
3, 31 May, 14, 28 June 1918; L.D.P., 4 July 1918.

46 Tramway Committee, Minutes, 3 May 1918.
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took place in Belfast at the same time. 47 If so, was it the 
M.E.A. that represented Catholic tramway workers, while the 
A.A.T.V.W. (known to be close to the Protestant Carters' 
Union) was predominantly Protestant? While it cannot be 
proved beyond doubt from the documentary evidence, it 
seems a reasonable inference that this might have been an 
important factor in Kelly's involvement with the M.E.A.

A crisis point was reached in July 1918, when an unofficial 
body calling itself the Liverpool Tramway Workers' Council 
called a strike over the treatment of M.E.A. members. The 
Liverpool Trades Council gave its support to the strikers, and 
the M.E.A. claimed that all but four of its 1,250 members 
obeyed the strike call. A.A.T.V.W. members, though, refused 
to join what it condemned as an 'unconstitutional' action. 
'Lively scenes' were witnessed as predominantly female 
strikers attempted to stop trams from leaving depots. In one 
case, a crowd of 300 surrounded a tram and threatened the 
crew unless they stepped down. The female conductor on 
board complained afterwards that the 'plucky [male] driver 
left me to my fate and joined the mob of strikers'. After two 
days the national leadership of the M.E.A. declared the strike 
unofficial, and persuaded the strikers to return to work 
pending an enquiry into their complaints. Coincidentally, the 
day after the strike ended, a national arbitration award was 
announced on tramway workers' pay. All male workers were 
given a raise of 5s. per week, but women workers were given 
nothing. 48

Discontent amongst the tramway workers continued, 
especially after the enquiry into their grievances produced no 
significant improvements, despite a pledge by the company 
that it would instigate no more intimidation of M.E.A. 
members. Five sacked female conductors were reinstated in 
November 1918, but in subsequent months new cases of 
harassment were alleged, and new grievances over pay and 
hours arose. 1 ' 1 In August 1919, a second strike was called by 
the Tramway Workers' Council. The main issue this time was

47 Morgan, Labour and partition, pp. 190-1.
48 L.D.P., 10-13 July 1918.
49 Tramway Committee, Minutes, 29 Nov. 1918.
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a national agreement of the previous April, which had 
reduced wages by 5 per cent, while cutting hours from 60 to 
48 hours per week. The Liverpool workers demanded a 
restitution of the pay-cut, and a total stoppage of the trams 
was effected for four days, despite the A.A.T.V.W. members 
again refusing to join the strike. The M.E.A. claimed that 90 
per cent of the city's tramway workers had now joined the 
union, and the stoppage was solid.

This strike, though, was only part of a wider movement of 
industrial militancy that followed the end of the war, and was 
rather overshadowed by other events in Liverpool. At the 
same time, the police were on strike in Liverpool over their 
pay and conditions, and the city was ravaged by two nights of 
rioting and looting. The bakers were involved in a national 
dispute over night-working, and not a loaf of bread was on 
sale in the city. The M.E.A. locally threatened to bring out all 
its members in support of the tramway workers, while the 
Trades Council warned that it would call out all its affiliated 
members in support of the police strikers. 2,500 armed troops 
were stationed in the city, with a large contingent with fixed 
bayonets bivouacked in the city centre on St George's Plateau, 
while two destroyers and a dreadnought were anchored off 
shore to protect the docks from attack."'

In this atmosphere of crisis, the tramway dispute was 
undermined by the national leadership of the M.E.A., who 
declared the strike unofficial after two days, and also 
prohibited M.E.A. members in other sections of the council 
workforce from coming out in sympathy. As in the previous 
year, the action was localized and the product of rank-and-file 
discontent. The general secretary of the union came up to 
Liverpool and addressed the strikers in Picton Hall, and 
persuaded them to return to work on the old conditions, with 
the promise that their case would be put before the next 
meeting of the tramway committee. Ultimately the rival 
M.E.A. and A.A.T.V.W. unions of the Liverpool tramway 
workers were eclipsed by national developments which saw 
them swallowed up in the amalgamations to form respectively 
the General and Municipal Workers' Union and the

50 L.D.P., 1-12 Aug. 1919.
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Transport and General Workers' Union, the latter becoming 
the main tramway union."' 1 Years later though, Kelly was still 
proud of the claim that the local M.E.A. involvement had 
been started through his initiative, and that he had 
subsequently held up the city for four days in the 1919 tram 
strike, and had begun to secure better conditions for the 
workers concerned. 32

Kelly's ability to organize tramway workers makes the point 
that it was possible for him to engage in labour issues without 
being a part of the conventional 'labour movement'. Perhaps 
this was only feasible in a city like Liverpool. The wartime 
context was also significant, both in its unusual political 
configuration and in the acute labour shortages of the time. 
The sectarian edge to an ostensibly 'industrial' dispute was 
interwoven with questions of gender and nationality, in a 
period of social and political unrest. This unique conjuncture 
of events was to change rapidly, of course, with the political 
and social stabilization of the post-war years. 53 But questions 
of nationality now came to the fore in Kelly's political 
activities, although still linked to labour organization.

In the next colourful chapter in Kelly's stormy political career, 
the growing crisis in Ireland was to become his central 
concern. The erstwhile defender of local interests was 
galvanized into action in support of Irish independence. His 
previous identification with constitutional Nationalism was 
also strained, and like many others in Ireland he shifted to 
support for armed struggle after the 'Tan' war broke out in 
early 1919. In this he was distinguished from most of his 
fellow Nationalist councillors in Liverpool. Whatever 
sympathies they might have felt in private, they did not 
commit themselves publicly alongside Kelly.

51 See Clegg, History of trade unions, II, pp. 305-7, 350-1.
52 L.D.P, 5 Feb. 1924.
53 See for instance C. Wrigley, Lloyd George and the challenge of Labour: the 

post-war coalition, 1918-1922 (Hemel Hempstead, 1990).
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On New Year's Day 1920, Kelly gave an interview to The 
Times in which he was described as the 'head of the Liverpool 
Sinn Fein movement', and national chairman of the Irish Self- 
Determination League (I.S.D.L.). Following the sweeping Sinn 
Fein victory in the 1918 all-Ireland election, the I.S.D.L. had 
been formed in England to support the Sinn Fein position 
against constitutional Nationalism. A huge and enthusiastic 
meeting in St George's Hall in Liverpool in February 1919, 
which was addressed by Sinn Fein leaders, had been the first 
signs of this development. 34 In the 1920 Times report, Kelly 
was quoted as follows:

There is a Sinn Fein organization in Liverpool, and it is extensive and 
growing. It is a branch of the parent society, and we have at least a 
dozen branches in Liverpool . . . the I.S.D.L. has also made big 
progress here, and has already 15 branches . . . We have our 
organization established wherever there is an Irish population . . . 
Liverpool takes precedence, being a very big Irish centre. In 
Liverpool Sinn Fein activity in mood, act and effort is in entire 
sympathy with the movement in Ireland . . . this applies to Great 
Britain as a whole. I can assure you that things will develop in 
England, as well as in Ireland. There is no doubt that Liverpool is 
with Ireland, for when you strike a race with oppresion and 
aggression you strike not a section of it, but all. 53

The following month, Kelly addressed an I.S.D.L. meeting of 
over 10,000 at the Albert Hall in London, on a platform that 
included Sinn Fein leaders Arthur Griffith and Eoin 
MacNeill. He submitted the main resolution to the meeting, 
demanding the recognition of the Irish Republic and the 
immediate release of Tom Kelly, the mayor of Dublin, and 
sixty-four other Irish Republicans recently deported and 
imprisoned in Wormwood Scrubs. He ended his speech with 
the ringing declaration that 'the fight must go on with all the 
energy, resolution, and resource that the race could throw into 
the struggle'. 311

54 On the origins of the I.S.D.L., see H. Lee, 'Our efforts in Great 
Britain', North West Labour History, XVI (1991-2), pp. 61-3.

55 The Times, IJan. 1920.
56 The Times, 12 Feb. 1920.
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The crisis over Sinn Fein prisoners on hunger strike in 
England grew as war continued to rage in Ireland, and Kelly 
brought the issue to a head in Liverpool two months later. On 
25 April he addressed a protest meeting in the Liverpool 
Stadium. Part of his speech was reported as follows:

Who was responsible for the crimes and atrocities committed in 
Ireland? The guilty were not Irishmen; they were not Indians or 
Egyptians. The men who did these things were the sons and brothers 
of British trade unionists. As one who had a right to speak to Labour, 
he said that not until they ceased to make munitions of war, build 
machine guns and armoured cars, and send their kindred to mow 
down innocent and defenceless people, those people must regard 
them as the foes of peace and enemies of liberty. Within the last few 
days, Irishmen had loaded munitions of war on Irish steamers. They 
must put an end to that and refuse also to ship munitions to India and 
Egypt. 57

Two days later, Kelly led a deputation to the mayor, to enlist 
support for the release of the 150 Sinn Fein hunger strikers 
being held without charge in Wormwood Scrubs and 
Mountjoy prisons. He put two arguments to the mayor, a 
Liberal and a businessman. Kelly appealed to his commercial 
instincts, saying that most of the hunger strikers were 
'merchants and tradesmen, whose businesses were being 
ruined through their enforced absence'. If this was not 
enough, then Kelly threatened that if the prisoners were not 
released within forty-eight hours, the port of Liverpool and 
other ports would be stopped by strike action by 'Irish 
sympathizers'. He warned darkly that 'the peace of the city 
called for his lordship's influence and intervention'.

The strike call brought forth strong reactions. The local 
Dockers' Union declared that Kelly had no mandate to call 
out its members, and that the issue had not been discussed by 
the union. The following day T. P. O'Connor, the Nationalist 
M.P. for Liverpool Scotland, and James Sexton, the Labour 
M.P. for St Helens and leader of the Dockers' Union, raised 
the matter in parliament. Both called for a change in policy 
towards Ireland and towards the hunger strikers. Sexton

57 L.D.P., 26 Apr. 1920; also quoted in Shallice, 'Liverpool Labourism 
and Irish Nationalism', p. 19.
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added that he was a 'responsible trade union leader', and was 
'opposed to industrial action on a political issue'. He delivered 
his own dark warning: 'There will be a physical conflict 
between the two sections in Liverpool and elsewhere on such 
a scale as to endanger the general peace and bring us almost 
to the verge of Civil War.'

The next day, 29 April, at half past twelve, Kelly addressed a 
meeting of dockers on the Strand Road in the north end. Both 
Irish Nationalism and British socialism were linked in his 
speech. He appealed to them to strike not only for the release of 
the hunger strikers, but also 'for the emancipation of British 
labour from the tyrannical rule of British capital'. When the 
whistle blew for the return to work, though, most of the crowd 
went back in. However, that evening, demonstrations in support 
of the hunger strikers from both the north and south ends of the 
city drew crowds estimated at between 8,000 and 10,000.

By the following day, Friday, the strike organizers were 
claiming that 4,000-5,000 had supported their call, but the 
Dockers' Union stated that only 500 had struck. Only the Irish 
steamship companies seem to have been seriously affected. 
Kelly himself made a grander claim of 7,000 strikers, and 
announced that the strike would continue for a further twenty- 
four hours. He led a march of 700 from the Pier Head to 
Strand Road, and again addressed the dockers there, over 
1,000 of whom stayed out this time when the whistle blew for 
work. This greater support may have had something to do with 
events earlier in the morning at the Nelson Dock. Here a group 
of dockers began to drift back to work, but were stopped by a 
large presence of picketing women and girls, many of whom 
were reported to be carrying sticks, and who adopted 
'menacing poses' when the men began to waver. In the evening, 
Kelly again addressed a crowd of 2,000 in the city centre.

The campaign reached its denouement over the May Day 
weekend. On the Saturday Kelly led about 2,000 supporters 
to Shiel Park, where it was intended to join in with a May Day 
demonstration organized by the Liverpool Trades Council. 38

58 L.D.P., 28 Apr. to 3 May 1920; for more extensive treatment of the 
events of May Day 1920, see Davies, Liverpool Labour, pp. 17-18.
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He no doubt saw this as an opportunity to link his two 
political commitments, to labour and to Ireland. The Labour 
leaders, though, had little sympathy with an overtly political 
and unofficial strike. Even less did they want to be identified 
with Siiin Fein at this critical time, preferring instead to 
maintain a neutral stance over Ireland in their deeply 
sectarian city. Already disappointed by the low turnout to 
their own celebration, they refused any joint meeting. After a 
long and confused wait in pouring rain, the Trades Council 
demonstration broke up, and only then a vacant platform was 
conceded to the Sinn Feiners. Kelly's characteristic ringing 
tones were for once not heard at this meeting, as he pleaded 
an attack of 'hoarseness'. Continuation of the strike into the 
following week was promised, though, and it was claimed that 
Garston dock had been stopped, a claim later refuted in the 
local press. On the same day the dockers' leader, Sexton, 
faced hostile barracking at a meeting in St Helens when he 
defended his rejection of the strike. A further march to 
Canning Place was held on the Sunday, but this marked the 
end of the attempted dock strike.

Kelly's attempt to link Nationalism with Liverpool labour 
and trade unionism in the campaign over Sinn Fein hunger 
strikers was ostensibly a failure. It should also be put in a 
wider context. The Irish War of Independence was an 
important issue within the British labour and trade union 
movement at this critical conjuncture. Even as the threatened 
dock strike in Liverpool was being mooted by Kelly, the Irish 
Labour Party leader William O'Brien won over 2,000 votes as 
an Irish Workers' Republican candidate in a parliamentary 
by-election in Stockport. Moreover, while attempts by trade 
unionists to stop the transport of munitions to support British 
military involvement against the Bolsheviks in the Russian 
civil war have been well documented, it should not be 
forgotten that campaigns were also mounted during 1920 to 
prevent the movement of arms to Ireland. However, the events 
around May Day 1920 had firmly established Kelly's local 
reputation as a militant Nationalist. Later that year he further 
nailed his colours to the mast when he organized a reception 
committee in Liverpool for Dr Mannix, the radical 
archbishop of Melbourne. Mannix had first risen to 
prominence by his successful campaigning for a 'no' vote in
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the Australian referendum on conscription, and his later 
support for Irish independence had brought him further 
notoriety. ~M He had created an uproar on a tour of the United 
States with his pro-Irish sentiments, and there had been 
violent scuffles when he left New York on board the S.S. Baltic, 
bound for Liverpool. The British government, nervous of the 
effect the archbishop would have on this side of the Atlantic, 
first announced that he would not be allowed to land in 
Ireland, where he wished to visit his aged mother. Despite 
this, preparations were made to greet his arrival in Dublin 
and other Irish towns, and in Liverpool a meeting of Irish 
societies presided over by Kelly met in Scotland Road on 5 
August and planned a grand reception. Kelly announced to 
the press that a crowd of '30,000 Irish men and women', 
wearing full regalia and carrying 300 Sinn Fein flags, would 
assemble at the Princes landing stage to await the arrival of 
the Baltic, and to escort the archbishop to his hotel. A torchlit 
procession was planned if the ship docked at night. The 
government then announced that an unspecified number of 
destroyers were to be despatched to meet the Baltic as it 
approached Britain 'as a precautionary measure', and a day- 
later prohibited Mannix from landing in Liverpool or from 
visiting a number of other British cities including Manchester, 
Glasgow, and Birmingham.

Nevertheless, on Saturday 7 August Kelly sent a telegram to 
Archbishop Mannix on board his ship, assuring him that 'Irish 
exiles in Liverpool accord you a hearty welcome'. That night 
a demonstration gathered at Lime Street station to welcome 
the arrival of a large delegation from Ireland. Kelly received 
the visitors, who included the lord mayor of Dublin, as their 
train pulled up, and escorted them in a fleet of broughams to 
the Exchange Hotel. A band of Irish pipers led the procession, 
and many in the crowd carried Sinn Fein colours. While 
preparations for Mannix's arrival were continuing, his ship 
was met by the fleet of British destroyers off the Irish coast. A 
naval party boarded the Baltic and seized the archbishop, and 
he was taken on board one of the destroyers and landed at

59 See P. O'Farrell, The Irish in Australia (South Bend, IN, n.d.), pp. 252-302.
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Penzance in Cornwall, from where he was allowed to travel by 
train to London.

On Monday 9 August, a crowd of 5,000 still assembled at 
the landing stage as the Baltic docked. When it was clear that 
Mannix was not on board, an angry cry was reported to have 
rung out: 'The dirty dogs and they call this a free country'. 
Cheers of 'God save Ireland' rose up, and the crowd broke 
into a rendition of the 'Soldier's Song', the future Irish 
national anthem, before marching off in an angry mood to 
attend two huge protest meetings in Canning Place and the 
Stadium. In Canning Place Kelly addressed a crowd of 4,000, 
and quoted Mannix's own sarcastic description of his seizure 
at sea as 'the greatest naval victory since Jutland'. On the 
same day in Dublin, one man was shot dead during the 
protests over Mannix's banning. () " Later that week Kelly 
presented a message of welcome from the I.S.D.L. to 
Archbishop Mannix in London, but it was to be another five 
years before the two men would be able to meet in Liverpool. 
What the Mannix campaign had illustrated, though, was how 
sympathy for the cause of Irish independence could be 
mobilized in Liverpool. Even more so, it showed how much 
the British state at this critical conjuncture feared the spread 
of pro-Irish sentiment in England.

Activity related to the war in Ireland still carried on in 
Liverpool, though. In November there were incendiary 
attacks on the docks in Liverpool and Bootle, followed by 
police raids on the houses of suspected Sinn Fein sympathizers 
and on the headquarters of the I.S.D.L. The climate of 
repression reached its height in the city when explosives were 
seized in a further raid in early 1921 on a house in Edge 
Hill.'1 ' However, Kelly next figured even more prominently in 
the national press when, on 27 June 1921, he spoke as 
president of the I.S.D.L. at a large public meeting in London 
calling for Irish independence. There were rumours that he 
had been marked down for internment for some time as one 
of the most prominent supporters of Irish independence in

60 L.n.P, 6- -10 Aug. 1920.
61 The Times, 25, 29 Nov., 1, 2 Dec. 1920; L.D.P., 4, 8 Jan. 1921.
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England. As he left the meeting he was detained by police and 
taken to Scotland Yard for questioning. That night a 
demonstration of 15,000 assembled in Trafalgar Square, 
demanding the end to British oppression in Ireland, and 
chanting slogans calling for the freeing of Kelly. His arrest 
came at a delicate moment for the government, as clandestine 
negotiations were about to yield a cease-fire, which in turn 
was to lead to Irish partition and the creation of the Irish Free 
State. Kelly was held for three days before being released. He 
later claimed that this was due to the direct intervention of the 
prime minister, Lloyd George. 62

Kelly was now at the height of his fame, for a brief moment 
a national figure strongly identified with the struggle for Irish 
independence. The Treaty and the creation of the Irish Free 
State, however, brought an abrupt change in his status. Kelly 
was apparently not happy with partition. His own home town 
was, after all, on the wrong side of the border as far he was 
concerned. It is not known which side he took when civil war 
broke out in Ireland between pro- and anti-Treaty forces, but 
at some unspecified date he eventually accepted partition. 
Thus, it was claimed, he had 'brought the stormy period of his 
career to a close'/' 3 There were, though, still a few squalls to 
come.

VI

Kelly now turned increasingly again towards local issues. In 
November 1921 his seat on the city council came up for re- 
election for the first time since the wartime electoral truce, 
and he was again returned unopposed as a Nationalist at the 
municipal elections. The political context, however, had now 
been transformed. After Irish partition, what had been the 
most significant Irish Nationalist organization in England was 
forced to look for a new, localized role for itself. At the same 
time, the Labour Party, which had previously upheld a tacit 
agreement not to challenge the Nationalists in their dockside

62 L.D.P., 27 June 1921; The Times, 28June 1921.
63 L.D.P,2Dec. 1936.
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strongholds, began to bid for the allegiance of the substantial 
Catholic working class of the city. Significantly, in the 
November 1922 elections Nationalists only narrowly held off 
Labour challengers in both North and South Scotland 
wards. 1 ' 1

In an increasingly complex political environment, 
individual Nationalist leaders made their own decisions. Early 
in 1923 Davie Logan, one of the sitting councillors in South 
Scotland, crossed the floor and joined Labour, ta although in 
the November elections of that year Logan was deposed by 
the Nationalists in a fierce contest. On 28 January 1924 
Austin Harford, a veteran of the Parnellite opposition in the 
1890s, resigned as leader of the Nationalists, now renamed the 
Irish Democratic Party (I.D.P.). Harford's own response to the 
changed circumstances of Nationalism was to move towards 
an overtly Catholic and increasingly anti-Labour politics. 
Kelly succeeded Harford as the leader of the I.D.P. in 
February 1924, and was now left to resolve both his party's 
and his own attitude to the relationship between Nationalism 
and Labourism.

It is difficult to establish what Kelly's true intentions were at 
this critical juncture. His frequent proclamations of sympathy 
for the 'claims of labour' and his earlier involvement with 
trade unionism would indicate that some sort of rapprochement 
with the Labour Party would be his preferred aim. The 
winning of the West Toxteth constituency by the Labour Party 
for the first time in a by-election in May also suggested that 
the political wind might have been moving in Labour's 
direction in Liverpool. The signs of Kelly's intentions were 
mixed, however. In early July 1924 the I.D.P. issued a 
statement that it would not contest the forthcoming by- 
election in the Dingle ward against Labour and Tory 
nominees 'in view of the improving relations between the Irish 
and Labour Parties'. Yet this apparently magnanimous gesture 
was of dubious value to Labour: the Dingle ward was a

64 On developments elsewhere, see P. Doyle, 'Accommodation or 
confrontation: Catholic response to the formation of the Labour 
Party', .North West Labour History, XVI (1991-2), pp. 64-72.

65 L.T.C.L.P., Executive Committee, Minutes, 3 Jan. 1923.
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predominantly Protestant ward in the south end of the city 
which had been contested by a Nationalist candidate only 
once before, as long ago as 1901; in that contest the I.N.P. 
gained only 11 per cent of the vote. Moreover, in the same 
statement it was confirmed that an Irish candidate would 
contest another by-election in the North Scotland ward, 
against none other than the Labour convert Davie Logan. 1 ' 11

Only days later, on 5 July 1924, representatives of the I.D.P. 
and the Labour Party met in the Exchange Hotel to discuss an 
electoral truce. Kelly had called the conference without 
having consulted his own party. Yet again this apparently bold 
move towards Labour was belied by Kelly's conduct at the 
meeting. His opening speech was as belligerent as any he had 
made in his earlier campaigns:

Someone had to make a move to end the conflict between the Irish 
and Labour Parties ... in the conflict up to now, Labour had lost, 
while we, the Irish Party, had gained. We have not lost anything, 
today we are a united body, if we continue to fight, we can take from 
you Brunswick and St Anne's [wards], we have no desire to do so, but 
if the fight continues, we shall not cease reprisals, we can not only lose 
you seats Municipally, we can also take away from you Edge Hill and 
West Toxteth [parliamentary divisions]. We have an extraordinary 
capacity for destruction, and we are not at all particular when we set 
out in that capacity. Regarding fusion, that is out of the question at 
present. An understanding I believe possible. We claim that we are 
entitled to the full representation of eight wards, these are the Irish 
wards in the city.

Kelly's tone was hardly conciliatory, and his claim to eight 
'Irish' wards, accounting for 20 per cent of all the seats in the 
council, was extravagant. After this blistering salvo, the 
temper of the meeting deteriorated. One Labour delegate 
responded with the statement that 'whatever the results of this 
Conference, Labour in the end was bound to win through, all 
the forces were on our side'. Another attempted to smooth 
things over, saying that when Kelly threatened, he only did it 
'in kindness rather than in anger'. A third stated, with blithe 
disregard for the sentiments of his nominally Irish hosts, 'the 
Labour movement did not exist for the purpose of smashing

66 I.D.P, 1,3 July 1924.
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the Irish Party, the Labour Party was a workers' Party . . . The 
fight today was not a fight regarding Ireland and Home Rule, 
it was a fight on the industrial field for a standard of life.' This 
stung one of the Irish delegates, Thomas Burke (Kelly's 
victorious opponent in Vauxhall in 1899), to assert that the 
'Irish question was not settled, and would not be until the six 
counties question was out of the way'. Burke also repeated the 
warning of another I.D.P. councillor, that 'if we go out, you 
will have to fight a Catholic Party, organized by the Catholic 
churches and schools'. The growing concern of the church 
with local political affairs had been signalled the previous 
November by the Catholic archbishop of Liverpool, F. W. 
Keating, who had addressed his flock as follows: 'We hope 
that the Catholic vote in the November elections will be cast 
for Catholic candidates ... no political Party can be trusted to 
safeguard Catholic interests so loyally as we can safeguard our 
own.' 1' 7 Despite these warnings, the meeting broke up soon 
after with little progress having been made. Negotiations were 
due to be resumed in September after the delegations had 
reported back to their respective leaders. In the event, the 
Labour Party formally rejected the I.D.P. proposals, and 
discussion between the two parties was never resumed.68

After this abortive attempt at reconciliation, there followed 
a prolonged period of conflict between the two parties, during 
which Kelly appears to have become a determined opponent 
of Labour. Five days after the Exchange Hotel conference, the 
North Scotland by-election took place. Davie Logan was 
triumphantly returned to the council, trouncing the I.D.P. 
nominee with 79 per cent of the vote. 69 Kelly's threat to 
challenge Labour in its parliamentary seats did not 
materialize in the October 1924 general election. Indeed, the 
retention of West Toxteth perhaps confirmed the long-term 
shift in Liverpool politics towards Labour. In the local 
elections in November, however, Labour and the I.D.P. 
clashed in five of the eight wards claimed by Kelly. Labour 
lost only one of these contests, and that in Vauxhall which

67 The Liverpool Catholic Parishioner, VI, no. 11 (Nov. 1923).
68 L.T.C.L.P., Executive Committee, Minutes, 24 Aug. 1924.
69 Davies, Liverpool Labour, p. 320.
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was as already noted as much dominated by business 
voters as by the Catholic working class. In the other four 
wards Labour's share of the vote ranged between 53 per cent 
and 82 per cent. Most notably, faced with his first contested 
municipal election since he had entered the council in 1914, 
KeUy was soundly beaten in South Scotland ward, winning 
only 1,832 votes to the Labour candidate's 2,419. 7(l This 
must have been a humiliating experience for him after his 
fiery pronouncements to Labour only four months earlier, 
and three months later he resigned his leadership of the 
I.D.P. This was, however, far from the end of his political 
career.

In the following twelve months, Archbishop Keating was 
instrumental in transforming the I.D.P. into the Catholic 
Representation Association, an echo perhaps of the similarly- 
titled sectarian organization set up by another Catholic bishop 
in Belfast thirty years earlier. In Liverpool it was soon to be 
known as the Catholic Party. 71 In this at least the threats by 
the Nationalists of the previous year were fulfilled. Other 
parties also rallied their forces in response to the Labour gains 
of 1924. The coalition Liberals began their move to join the 
Tory Party by declaring themselves as 'Independents' in 
March 1925. 72 The Tory leader, Archibald Salvidge, mounted 
a fierce anti-Labour campaign for the November elections of 
1925, appealing for unity between all 'responsible' parties 
against the 'socialist and communist threat'. Even by the usual 
standards of local elections in Liverpool, it was a particularly 
dirty campaign. On the eve of the poll at a public meeting in 
the Stadium, the Labour leader, W. A. Robinson, protested at 
the overtly sectarian tone of the contest, and in particular the 
tactics of the Catholic Party: 'I am condemning the formation 
in this city of the so-called Catholic Party as I will also 
condemn the formation of any other religious Party ... I 
sincerely hope that any attempt to divide the working class

70 Davies, Liverpool Labour, p. 322.
71 L.D.P., 17 Oct. 1925; on the C.R.A. in Belfast, see Morgan, labour and 

partition, pp. 27-31.
72 L.D.P., 16 Mar. 1925.
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people in this way would fail.' 7:i This confirmed the now 
dominant image of Labour, that its party base would be built 
exempt from ethnic and denominational identities.

On the same day, Kelly was attending a meeting in St 
Martin's Hall which was so well attended that the crowd 
overflowed outside, and which gave a 'tumultuous reception' to 
Archbishop Mannix. Having belatedly reached Liverpool, the 
archbishop condemned partition in a two-hour speech. 
Curiously, Kelly himself was not a candidate in the 1925 
elections. Nevertheless, his warning that his supporters had an 
'extraordinary capacity for destruction' seemed to be borne out 
in the results. The Catholic Party won in four of the five wards 
where it stood against Labour. In the most sectarian battle of 
all, a Catholic priest, T. George, won with 80 per cent of the 
votes cast in North Scotland ward. 74 The threat not to cease 
'reprisals' against Labour was also fulfilled in the immediate 
aftermath of the elections. W. A. Robinson, die Labour leader 
in the council and Kelly's great ally in the campaign for the 
tramway workers, was due for re-election as an alderman of the 
council. Aldermen were elected from the ranks of the city 
councillors for six-year terms, and customarily had been 
returned unopposed in Liverpool. On this occasion, though, 
the Catholic Party put up a candidate against Robinson. With 
Tories and Liberals abstaining on the vote, Robinson was 
defeated by fifteen votes to thirteen. Even more extraordinarily, 
the Catholic candidate was none other than Kelly, who was of 
course not even a city councillor at the time. While Kelly 
triumphantly took his seat on the aldermanic bench, Robinson 
was forced to leave the chamber. Robinson's temporary 
successor as Labour leader, Luke Hogan, made a statement:

The Catholics have established a new precedent. To fill an 
Aldermanic vacancy they have brought in a man who was beaten at 
the polls a year ago, and driven out the leader of a Party which, at the 
present moment, commands at least 48,000 votes . . . [this] can only- 
he described as an outrage on the decency of public life. 75

73 L.D.P., 2-3 Nov. 1925.
74 In 1925 Labour beat the Catholic Party in Sandhills, but lost to them in 

Great George, St Anne's, North Scotland, and South Scotland wards.
75 L.D.P., 10 Nov. 1925.
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Labour's discomfort was soon to be eased, however, and Kelly's 
revenge for his earlier humiliation was soon to turn sour. 
Recriminations began within the ranks of the Catholic Party at the 
distasteful political dealing they had become involved in, and the 
dubious political allies they had acquired. The party tried to 
temper its sectarian image and broaden its appeal by changing its 
name to the Centre Party Labour at the same time stepped up its 
campaign for the Catholic vote, with significant results. A year later 
in 1926 W. A. Robinson was returned to the council, comfortably 
beating another Catholic priest in the North Scotland election. 
In other direct contests, the Centre Party lost a further seat to 
Labour, and only narrowly hung on in another three wards. 76 In 
1927, the Centre Party could again only retain three seats. The 
writing was on the wall for the tattered and discredited remnants 
of the once-powerful Irish Nationalist presence in Liverpool.

A crucial change in the hierarchy of the local Catholic church 
underlined the message. In August 1928 Dr Richard Downey 
succeeded Keating as the archbishop of Liverpool. Downey 
wanted to encourage assimilation of Catholics into the local 
community, especially in political affairs. To that end, he called a 
meeting of Catholic representatives in October 1928 and urged 
the ending of a distinct Catholic presence in Liverpool politics. 
As a result, five Centre Party candidates stood down in favour of 
Labour on the eve of the November elections. The party 
challenged Labour in only one ward, and lost comprehensively, 
picking up only 19 per cent of the votes cast. In a last desperate 
challenge, the few die-hards left in the Centre Party opposed 
Labour in five wards in the November 1929 municipal elections, 
but won in only one. 77

76 In 1926 the Centre Party retained Great George with only 55 per cent 
of the vote, South Scotland with just 52 per cent, and Sandhills with 51 
per cent; it lost to Labour in North Scotland and St Anne's, with only 
43 per cent and 26 per cent of the vote respectively; Waller, Democracy 
and sectarianism, p. 299, states that Robinson was defeated by a Catholic 
priest in the North Scotland election, the opposite of what happened.

77 In 1927 the Centre Party retained seats only in Exchange, South 
Scotland, and Vauxhall wards. In 1928 their only opposition to 
Labour was in Brunswick ward, with Labour winning 81 per cent of 
the votes cast. In the 1929 elections the Centre Party only won 
Exchange ward against Labour opposition.
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It has been claimed that 'the outstanding feature of the 1920s 
had been the failure of the Labour Party to sweep aside the 
Church-protected remnants of the old Nationalist Party'. 78 This 
claim is demonstrably wide of the mark. The Labour Party 
decisively won the allegiance of the Catholic working class in 
these four years, despite the best efforts of Kelly and the 
intervention of the church hierarchy. Kelly was left with the rump 
of a once-powerful force in Liverpool politics, personally safe on 
the aldermanic bench until his six-year term expired in 1931, but 
with an uncertain future after that. In September 1929, five of 
his colleagues crossed the floor of the council chamber and 
joined the Labour Party. In November, less than a week after the 
local elections, Kelly finally went over to Labour. 7 ' 1 Ironically, he 
took his place on Labour's aldermanic bench next to his 
adversary of four years previously, Luke Hogan. A few days later 
he was joined there by his old sparring partner W. A. Robinson, 
and by his opponent in the 1920 dockers' strike, James Sexton.80

Kelly's refusal to join Labour until the end of the decade is 
difficult to explain. The logic of the situation, and his own 
professed political sympathies, would seem to dictate a much 
earlier conversion. His resistance led to the least admirable 
events of his career. His earlier passionate commitment to 
radical causes seemed to be superseded by pragmatic and 
cynical political manoeuvre, most notably in his scandalous 
aldermanic election in 1925. There is a hint of injured pride 
in his conduct after the rejection of his own overtures to 
Labour, but this is only conjecture. What is clear is that his 
political judgement was wrong, and that he was swimming 
against the political tide in Liverpool at this time.

VII

In the final phase of his political career, Kelly was at the heart 
of Labour politics in Liverpool. Within a few months of his

78 Waller. Democracy and sectarianism, p. 324.
79 L.T.C.L.P., Labour Group, Minutes, 16 Aug., 26, 30 Sept.. 8 Nov. 

1929; Waller, Democracy and sectarianism, p. 299, states wrongly that 
Kelly had deserted to Labour in 1925.

80 Davies, Liverpool Labour, p. 114.
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arrival, the party was riven by the issue of the proposed 
Catholic cathedral. Kelly supported the sale to the Catholic 
church of the old workhouse site on Brownlow Hill, along 
with other Catholic councillors in the Labour group. This 
conflicted with local party policy, which opposed the sale of 
publicly owned land to private bodies. A split developed, 
ostensibly over the question of which body had the right to 
determine policy, the council group or the Trades Council 
and Labour Party. Underlying the debate, however, there were 
obvious sectarian loyalties in play. The Labour whip was 
withdrawn from the predominantly Catholic rebels, including 
Kelly, but ultimately the intervention of the National 
Executive Committee of the party led to a compromise being 
reached which ensured the dominance of a Catholic caucus in 
the Labour group for the rest of the decade. 81 Perhaps 
unconsciously reflecting criticism at the time from decidedly 
hostile quarters, some analysis has tended to overexaggerate 
both the power and the social and political homogeneity of 
this caucus. 82 Power was still strongly contested within the 
Liverpool Labour Party between a number of rival groups, 
even if the Catholic caucus was often the winner, and the 
social backgrounds of caucus members were varied. 83 
Moreover the political origins of its membership were 
numerous. The caucus was led by Luke Hogan, and included 
other long-time Catholic members of the party, such as W. A. 
Robinson, James Sexton, and Davie Logan (who had also 
succeeded T. P. O'Connor as the M.P. for the Scotland 
division in December 1929), and also the later converts from

81 R. Baxter, 'The Liverpool Labour Party, 1918-1963' (unpub. D.Phil, 
thesis, Oxford Univ., 1969), pp. 44-62; T. Lane, Liverpool: gateway of 
empire (London, 1987), pp. 137-8; Merseyside in crisis, ed. M. 
Nightingale (Manchester, 1980), pp. 75-9; Waller, Democracy and 
sectarianism, pp. 324-5.

82 See for instance (in a note of self-criticism) S. Davies and others, 
Genuinely seeking work: mass unemployment on Merseyside in the 1930s 
(Liverpool, 1992), pp. 150-5; Shallice, 'Liverpool Labourism and Irish 
Nationalism', pp. 25-7, which quotes a Tory postmaster-general and 
the leader column of The Times to show the power of the caucus.

83 On the rival groups within the party, see Davies, Liverpool Labour, 
pp. 73-5, 160-2; on the social origins of the caucus members, pp. 70-3.
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the Centre Party, including Kelly. As demonstrated in some of 
the events described earlier, there were very real political 
differences between these leaders, even if they had eventually 
landed up in the same party.

Nevertheless, Kelly now became a venerable and loyal 
retainer in the hierarchy of his new party, devoting much of 
his attention to patient and unspectacular work on the 
passenger transport committee. The storms of his political 
career did finally seem to be over. When his term as alderman 
expired in 1931, the principle of automatic re-election for 
retiring members was adhered to by other parties in the 
council. Within the Labour group, he was supported on the 
principle of seniority of service on the council. As he had been 
in the party for only two years, and given his earlier history, 
Kelly's re-election did not pass off without some dissent in the 
party, and eventually the policy was to be revised in 1935 so 
that only council service as a Labour Party member was to 
count. 1' 4 Nevertheless, Kelly was given another six-year term 
in office. The rest of his career was marked by no controversy. 
He became the deputy chairman of the passenger transport 
committee, and served until his death in December 1936 at 
the age of 67.

Still an 'exile of Ireland', Kelly was buried under a Celtic 
cross in the Ford Catholic cemetery in north Liverpool on 3 
December 1936. He left a widow, Agnes, but no children. His 
funeral was attended by a large party from Ireland, including 
the lord mayor of Dublin and three of his surviving brothers, 
as well as prominent figures from local politics. On his death, 
the Labour leader Luke Hogan stated to the local press:

His loss will be a big blow to the Labour Party because since he joined 
it some years ago he has been a tower of strength to us, and a loyal and 
consistent worker on behalf of the labour movement. We appreciate his 
work, particularly as deputy chairman of the Passenger Transport 
Committee, and the council will be poorer for his passing away.

The blandness of this tribute conveyed nothing of the drama 
and passion of Kelly's political life, nor of the complex issues

84 L.T.C.L.P., Labour Group, Minutes, 7 Jan. 1935.
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of religion, ethnicity, and class that his career exemplified. On 
the other hand, the Parnellite comrade of his youth, Austin 
Harford, who was by now the leader of the minuscule remains 
of the Centre Party, commented:

I always regarded him as a man of high character, both in his views as 
an Irish Nationalist politician, and as a citizen. He was a man who 
made his own mark by his native ability. I had a great love for him. 
although I did not see eye-to-eye with him on every occasion. 1' 1

There was a hint here of past struggles, but coming from 
the St Francis Xavier-educated Harford there was also a 
patronizing tone in the reference to Kelly's 'native ability'. 
The phrase speaks volumes for the social distance that still lay 
between the two men.

VIII

The career of P. J. Kelly could be used to illustrate a number 
of popular cliches about political life. The transitory nature of 
public fame, the phenomenon of a radical youth giving way to 
a conservative maturity, the courage of deeply-held 
convictions contrasted with the pragmatism and opportunism 
of much party politics, all these and more can be discerned in 
his story. There are, though, some more specific aspects of 
British politics in this period that are revealed here.

To begin with, Kelly's career tells us something about the 
imperfect democracy that applied in local government in this 
period, and especially in Liverpool, which I have alluded to in 
more detail elsewhere. 86 The abuse of the aldermanic system, 
illustrated starkly in the ludicrous election of Kelly in 1925, 
was one important element of this lack of democracy. The 
references above to wards with tiny electorates and with a 
preponderance of business voters hint at the other main 
imperfections: the limitations of the municipal franchise, 
which still excluded many voters who had gained the 
parliamentary vote by 1928, and the lack of central

85 Evening Express, 1 Dec. 1936.
86 See Davies, Liverpool Labour, chapters 4 and 6.
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jurisdiction over the fixing of municipal ward boundaries. 
These anomalies in the municipal political system, especially 
significant in Liverpool and ruthlessly exploited by political 
leaders, explain in part one remarkable and probably unique 
feature of Kelly's political career. From July 1914 to 
December 1936 he held office as councillor or alderman 
continuously, apart from a twelve-month break in 1924-5. 
Yet even going back to his first foray into municipal politics in 
1892, he never once won a popularly-contested election to 
the council.

At another level, Kelly's brief but dramatic involvement in 
industrial disputes illustrates some important aspects of 
trade unionism and politics. The increasing industrial 
militancy of the First World War period and the rise of 
unofficial and rank-and-file movements have often been 
noted. They were plainly exemplified in Kelly's involvement, 
as an Irish Nationalist rather than a Labour representative, 
with the long-unorganized tramway workers. The 
culmination of that militancy in the crisis of the immediate 
post-war months was also sharply defined in the near- 
collapse of social order in Liverpool in August 1919. The 
resolution of the crisis in the reordering of industrial 
relations at a national level was also shown. Deeper currents 
of social and cultural disturbance were also illustrated, 
however. The impact of women entering areas of 
employment previously barred to them was a major factor 
in the tramway disputes, both in encouraging militancy and 
in generating opposition from male workers. The possibility 
that the religious divide was also significant was perhaps a 
distinctively Liverpool problem. Gender and religion could 
be agents to crystallize class divisions, but they could also 
reveal fault-lines within the working class. The potential and 
the limitations of trade unionism were also displayed in the 
1920 dockers' strike over Ireland. Industrial action over 
political issues was possible, but it conflicted with the 
traditional separation of the industrial and political spheres 
in the British labour movement. Kelly and James Sexton 
represented the opposite poles in this conflict, and 
significantly it was Sexton who won. In the longer term, the 
recasting of labour relations in more traditional guises 
cautions against over-simplistic models of radicalization.
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While Kelly himself was the central actor throughout this 
story, glimpsed in the wings at various points was a lively 
supporting cast, the Liverpool Catholic working class from 
which he sprang. At various stages they flocked to rival 
Nationalist rallies, took sides in industrial disputes, 
demonstrated over events in Ireland, voted for or against 
Labour candidates, and accepted or rejected the advice of 
their religious and political leaders. They were by no means of 
one mind on every issue, and they were certainly not passive 
recipients of their fate or docile followers of their social 
superiors. This is not always how working-class Catholics have 
been portrayed in studies of their relationship to the Labour 
Party. 'Catholics were always more prone than other 
denominations to reactionary intercessions from above', and 
Catholic electors 'remained wedded to a parochial and 
introspective culture' are assertions from historians which 
exemplify two common assumptions about Catholics: that 
they were 'priest-ridden', and that they were politically 
apathetic. Usually with little supporting evidence, these 
assumptions have led to conclusions that, for instance, in 
response to church instructions Catholic voters abandoned 
Labour in the 1931 general election due to its education 
policies.87

In relation to Liverpool specifically, these assumptions 
have resulted in claims that the Catholic working class gave 
its political allegiance more or less unthinkingly to its 
'community' leaders. These leaders came from the 
Nationalist Party and the Catholic church, and when they 
decided to throw in their lot with Labour in the 1920s, their 
supporters are assumed to have followed their lead like

87 A. Thorpe, '"The only effective bulwark against reaction and 
revolution": Labour and the frustration of the extreme left', in The 

failure of political extremism in inter-war Britain, ed. A. Thorpe (Exeter, 
1989), p. 25; Fielding, 'Irish politics in Manchester', p. 284; for a 
refutation of these assumptions see J. Keating, 'The making of the 
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sheep. Thus 'Labour inherited rather than won Nationalist 
seats.' 88 As the events surrounding Kelly demonstrate, this 
characterization is false. While Nationalism remained the 
main vehicle of political aspirations for the Catholic working 
class from the 1870s to the 1920s, its nature was contested. 
Around the turn of the century, a pure and simple Home Rule 
old guard clashed with a more radical and democratic 
Nationalism. After the 1916 rebellion, a radical republicanism 
diverged from a constitutional Nationalism. Following 
partition, some sought assimilation with Labour, others 
sought a separate Catholic identity. In all cases, these 
divisions attracted varying degrees of support from the 
Catholic working class. There was no single Catholic 
response. The electoral battle of the 1920s between Labour 
and Nationalism illustrates the point plainly, and shows how 
Catholic voters consciously made their political choice. 
When the church intervened so directly in 1925, Labour was 
rejected, symbolized by the sweeping victory of a Catholic 
priest in North Scotland ward. Yet a year later, Labour had 
won Catholic support, this time symbolized by the same 
electors in North Scotland rejecting a priest in favour of the 
Labour leader.

Kelly's career also illustrates the complexity of the 
relationship between Irish Nationalism, Catholicism, and 
British Labourism that developed over these years. The 
radical Nationalism of the turn of the century could share 
with Labour some perspectives on social reform on behalf of 
the working class. The Catholic church, though, was 
increasingly hostile to Labour, especially over education 
policy, but also over issues such as birth control and, later, 
support for Republican Spain. As the anti-socialism of the 
church intensified and became more directly embroiled in the 
local political arena in the 1920s, so some, such as Austin 
Harford, entered the anti-Labour camp, while others leaned 
the other way. Cutting across these divisions, though, were

Waller, Democracy and sectarianism, p. 324; see also (again in self- 
criticism) S. Davies, 'The Liverpool Labour Party and the Liverpool 
working class, 1900-1939', North West Labour History, VI (1979-80), 
pp. 7-10.
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disagreements within Nationalism, and then with British 
Labourism and trade unionism, over the Irish rebellion and 
partition. The resolution of these complexities involved a 
doughty political battle, the results of which were far from 
inevitable, and also far from perfect. Labour in Liverpool was 
a deeply divided force in the 1930s, no monolithic political 
machine but a shaky alliance of deeply divided factions. The 
Nationalist tradition had also been divided, with mixed 
results. Those who went with Labour formed a strong caucus 
within a weak party. Those who stayed outside became the 
puppets of local Toryism. Harford became the first Catholic 
mayor of Liverpool in 1943, but it is arguable how much this 
improved the condition of the Catholic working class of the 
city. Ireland, meanwhile, remained partitioned, and therefore 
unfree in some eyes, as shown in the I.R.A. bombing 
campaign which started up in Liverpool in early 1939. 89

Kelly was at the eye of this political storm, and it is 
appropriate finally to turn to the question of his own social 
and political identity. Kelly spent his entire political career in 
Liverpool, but he was born and brought up in Ireland, and he 
plainly never forgot it. He was a Catholic in a city of strong 
Catholic traditions, not least politically, but also a city which 
contained potent anti-Catholic forces. He achieved a 
modicum of material improvement through his insurance 
work, ending up residing in comparative comfort in the 
suburbs of Liverpool, but he came from a poor background. 
His origins disposed him to sympathy for the Catholic 
working class, but his first political home was an Irish 
Nationalism that was led for the most part by his social 
superiors.

With all these contradictory influences, it is hardly 
surprising that Kelly's identity is hard to pin down. In one 
sense he was the Irish rebel, agitating for the poor and for 
Irish freedom, sometimes appearing brave, sometimes 
impetuous. In another guise he was the Irish community 
politician, the custodian of his followers' hopes, sometimes the 
clever tactician, but also sometimes the devious political

89 /,.£./?, Jan.-Feb. 1939.
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schemer. His election to the aldermanic bench in 1925 clearly 
represented the nadir of his political honour. Lastly, he was 
also a British Labourite, as he claimed long before he joined 
Labour. His involvement with trade unionism and his concern 
for improvements in the condition of the working class 
marked him as such. It is ironic that it was only when he 
converted to Labour that the rebel in Kelly seemed to die, and 
he became the conventional 'municipal socialist'. It also tells 
us something about the style of Labour municipal politics in 
Liverpool, and perhaps of the British Labour Party in the 
inter-war period as well. Finally, his last years illustrated the 
point that the Labour Party became dominated in the 1930s, 
not least municipally, by a relatively old generation of leaders 
formed in the pre-1914 political world. It was to take another 
world war to usher in a new generation, both in Liverpool 
and nationally.




