
h e  city of Limerick was 
unique in that the National 
Amalgamated Society of 
Operative House and Ship 
P a i n t e r s  (NASOHSPD) 

never succeeded in establishing a branch 
there. Such was principally due to a failed 
legal action that occurred in 1908. The 
issues involved and the circumstances of 
the time illustrate aspects of Irish labour 
history that have hitherto received little 
attention. The  opposing parties to the 
dispute were t h e  long established 
Limerick Operative House Painters  
Society (Limerick OHPS) and a member 
who had joined t h e  NASOHSD. T h e  
significance of the dispute, the various 
contemporary issues and developments 
involved can only be fully appreciated in 
the context of the times. 

By t h e  second half of t h e  nineteenth 
century most Irish cities and major towns 
had their own well-established painters 
and decorators  t rade unions. T h e s e  
included Belfast (c1842), Coleraine, Cork 
(c1845), Dublin (c1790s), Limerick 
(c1820), Dundalk, Drogheda (c1850s), 
Newry (c1870), Sligo, Londonderry 
(c1870), Waterford (~1820s) and Kings- 
town (~1892). There may have been local 
unions in Clonmel (~1881) and Kilkenny 
also. Major towns where no organisation 
seems to have occurred included Armagh, 
Wexford, Ennis and Tralee. In the 1890s 
Galway had a building trade union that 
catered for a number of trades. 

The organisational position in the trade 
in Ireland prior to the 1890s differed little 
from that which prevailed throughout the 
United Kingdom before the establishment 
of the Amalgamated unions. Some local 
unions, Belfast and Dublin in particular, 
were quite large in membership terms. 
The Belfast union was the only Irish one 
that had more than one branch. 

However, the organisational position in 
the trade in Ireland differed in one impor- 
tant respect to that of England, Scotland or 
Wales. T h e r e  was no real a t tempt a t  
federation, co-operation or even contact 
between the Irish unions in the trade. No 

For a brief few years in the late 1870s, 
62, @Qarie& C~I&~II the Dublin, Cork and Newry local unions 

were affiliates of t h e  Manchester  o r  
General Alliance of House Painters. The 

result of such an initiative in 1893 was Belfast union had formally decided to have 
recorded. Irish local painters unions were no part in the Alliance. The Alliance had 
active in and played a crucial role in the been a loose federation of local unions 
establishment of many trades councils and formed in Manchester in 1855. It grew in 
wider trade union bodies, but did not apply strength and by the late 1870s it had over 
the same principles to their own trade. seventy affiliates with some 7,000 mem- 
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bers. By the early 1880s it had almost 
collapsed through defections and it was 
from that Alliance that the Manchester 
NASOHSPD emerged. 

Established in Manchester  in 1886 
through the fusion of many local inde- 
pendent  painters '  t r ade  unions, t h e  
NASOHSPD grew to over 10,000 mem- 
bers in 169 branches by 1900. Its head- 
quarters  were in Manchester and the  
majority of its members and branches 
were in the north of England. By 1900 it 
had one branch in Scotland, two in north 
Wales and eight in Ireland. 

An entirely separate  painters and 
decorators Amalgamated union existed in 
Scotland. T h e  Scottish Amalgamated 
never attempted to extend its organisation 
to Ireland. Wages and working hours in 
Scotland at that time were way ahead of 
those in England, Wales or Ireland. 

In the south and midlands of England 
and south Wales the Amalgamated Society 
of House Decorators  and Painters  
(ASHDP) organised the trade with about 
4,000 members in almost ninety branches. 
T h e  London ASHPD never made any 
serious attempt at extending its organis- 
ation to Ireland. In 1872, the year in which 
it was founded, the ASHDP had a branch 
in Waterfordz and for a short period in the 
mid 1890s it had a branch in Larne, 
County Antrim.3 

In 1893 the Manchester Amalgamated 
made its first appearance in Ireland. The 
local unions in Newry, Drogheda,  
Dundalk, Sligo and Kilkenny, apparently 
willingly, immediately became branches. 

In the same year following an acrimon- 
ious dispute on the issue within the Dublin 
Metropolitan House Painters Trade Union 
(DMHPTU), many of its leading figures 
and a minority of its members seceded 
and established an Amalgamated branch. 

The Belfast Operative House & Ship 
Painters Trade Union (BOHPTU) also 
maintained its independence. An Amalga- 
mated branch was established in Belfast in 
1895 but had to be wound-up a few years 
later through lack of support and t h e  
hostility of the BOHFTU. In the late 1890s 
t h e  Londonderry and Coleraine local 
unions became branches of the Amalga- 
mated. By then there were five remaining 
independent local Irish unions in Dublin, 
Belfast, Cork, Limerick and Waterford. 
Cork, Limerick and Waterford were the 
only cities as yet without an Amalgamated 
branch. 

In 1904 t h e  Manchester-centred 
NASOHSPD and t h e  London-centred 
ASHDP merged together under the name 
of the Manchester union. It had about 300 
branches with about 14,000 members. The 
obvious strength implicit in such a large, 
well-structured organisation was not 
exercised in the industrial relations area. 
T h e  main attraction a rose  from t h e  
friendly society benefits it could provide. 
The major weakness of the Amalgamated 
was that it made no attempt to either 

Working Rules of the Painters' Association in Ireland 

LlMERiCK E ~ R A N C H  

G ~ L  March lst, 1913. 4 

Wages 
l-The Wages to be a t  the rate of Rd per how 

Warking Hours. 
%The numbez of hoclrs r r e e k  to be 53, dwded as bllows- 

fmrh March rst to & d o e r  31st hr the hrst hve days irom 
8 a m. tdl I p m and from 2 p m till 6 m From 1st 
November to  18th February for the first &e day< irom 8 
a m till r p m and from 2 p m tlli 5 p m for oorslde work 
I he hour fiom I tlll z to be the dmner hour On baturday 
from 8 a m tril 2 p m 

Overtime. 
%-From 6 p m tall ro p m W a p  to be 8d per hour: from 

i o p m  t ~ l l 6 a m  11 per hour 

Country Money 
&Country Money be paid a t  the rate of 8d.per day outside the 

usual wages. The men to  have the option of workmg two 
hours per day extra if season be auitahle At mmpietlon of 
n,ork travelling time to be allowed aftet 6 p.m., and paid as 
overtime, viz .-8d. per hour. 

Boundary. 
5-Any man workmg three miies outside the rtty to be p a d  as  

for country, viz, 8d per day extra 

Unauthorised Overtime 
8-No morkman to work overtme, or part or whole of hm dmne- 

hour wlthout dlstrnct mstruetmns from h15 employer 

Working 
7-All workmen to possess a full set of tools to conmst d a t  

least a hammer a putty kmfe trowel scta er and ~f a 
paper hanger, a sossors, piumb bob, nha mlgr  in addmon 
to  foiegolng 

(\-Any d e f i c m y  in above to be supplied by Em lqver a t  
standard prlccs, and paument for same stoppej a t  next 
MY day 

Keeping Time . - 
@-No vvwkmsn to leave the joh on r h i r h  he in en aged on any 

account whatever, without a&uainting h ~ s  ~mPleyer  and 
giving his reasons for leaving work. hhhould a man have 
any cause far absenting himself from work he must pue 
reanonahle notice of his intention. In the c a s e d  a day'. 
absence he must give notice the day before, and i f a  ~ o r t i o n  
of the day, he mvsr give notice bcforc starting wmk. On 
no consideration can more than one man be absent from a 
job at  the same time, unlesr in the rase of a funeral of a 
member of h ~ r  craft 

Conduct a t  Work. 
l ( t A n y  workman found under thr induence of drink d m n g  

working hours shall cease bark for that day, and only be 
g i d  the n ~ m b e r o f  hours the  work done IS valued a t  by the 

mployer 

Master Painters' Association 

ALTERATIONS OF RULES 
A p r d  to &noun Morlw PniMwr' Armridiii (Liimrick Brunrh), 

a d  Linrenih Op&,rtiuc Hour6 Painted S#dtry. 

Overtime 
Extensions of Rule from to p.m, to  8 a.m. Wager to  be  paid 

a t ra te  of One Shillinr per how. 

Country Money 
To hp p a ~ d  at ratc of One Shilling per day wtside usual wages. 

Pressure of Work 
That  no application for men,under above rule, be made later than 

September tst m any year, and any men employed under 
said rule, their services be  dispensed with, not later than 
October rst in any year. Such men to  be dircharpd 6rd 
in the whole dtv .  

The above Alteration9 of Rules were agreed to and signed 
on this the 16th day of March, ,907, bet%,een the Master Painter's 
Association (Limerick Branch), and the Limerick Operative 
House Painters' Soclety, for a term d two years from above date 

Taking Pettv Contracts - 
1 l-No workman shdl  undertake any work after hovrs while 

employed by a member of this Assoeiatioo without his 
employer's knewledge and consent. 

Smoking 
l&No Smoking' allowed a t  the Wark. 1 

Spoiled Work 
1 5 S h o u l d  any workman through negiect, csrelessnesr, or any 

other c a s e  spoil or +re work whlch he offered himrelfsr 
competent to do, his employer shall be entitled to charge 
him with the cwts  of re-doing, and deduct same from any 
wages due. 

Employment of Men 
14--No workman can be employed by a member of this Associ- 

ation unless fairly discharged hy his late employer. who 
must in all cares be mrnmunicated wlth before his re. 
employment, 

Time Sheet 
19-A Time Sheet to be used by the m m  and hssled to the 

employer properly filled m daily or weekly as may be 
required 

Pressure of Work 
18-When all the members 01 the lacal  House Painters' Arro- 

ciation are fully engaged should any employer find that he 
has not men enough to &et his demands, the local soeiety 
of House Pamterr rhali be reqvire to supply him with 
men, or allow him to get them. 

Apprentices. 
17-Apprentices to  be buys of good charactet, not under 14 or 

over rhyears  of age. Preference to  he given to the rono 
of'Palnterr. Theminimum number of a prentms in each 
sho to be T wo and the maximum numger of Apprcntweq 
shag be not m&e than one to e w y  three men, taken on 
the average over the year. The foliow~bg to be the rate 
of  pay :- 

Wages of Apprentices 
18-First war q/-,Second year 61- Third year 81- Fourth year z r l -  

Fifth year, rd., Sixth year \+ Seventh &r m/. 

Should any difficulty aarlae in the working of the above Rulea 
t h s  matter m dispute shall be placed before the Baard of 
Conciliation conrist~ng of two Members of the hlasler Painters' 
Association, and two members of the Guild of House Painters 
w t h  a Chairman to be mutvelly selected. The Bndmg of thii 
Board to be tinal. 

The undersigned representing Master Painters and Guild 
of House Painters, bind themselves to these rules for a term of 
three years, from this the 1st day of March. 1913. Any alteration 
after the three years must be made by notice from either side of 
three months, raid notlce t o  be given not later than November 
30th 

Signed on behalf of 

Guild of House Painters 

Sbgned an hehaif of 

Master Painters' Association 

Slgned on behalf of I 

House Painters' Society 

*m Hell, LIMERICK ? 

Working rules of Limerick Master Pa inters '  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  1913. 

establish or enforce a standard regarding 
pay rates, working hours  or other im- 
portant conditions. 

Such led to major difficulties. Where 
local unions existed they had standard 
rates, hours and working and other con- 
ditions. In the major cities, Dublin, Belfast, 
Cork, Limerick and Londonderry, an 
hourly rate applied whilst in many other 
places, including Waterford, Newry, Sligo, 
Dundalk and Drogheda, a weekly wage 
applied. T h e  hours  worked per  week 
differed from place to place. Where the 
hourly rate applied the number worked 

(Limerick Museum) 

varied with the seasons, with fewer hours 
worked in winter due to weather condit- 
ions and also the level of artificial light. A 
consequence of this, for those fortunate 
enough to be employed, was that earnings 
were less during the most expensive part 
of the year. A higher winter hourly rate, to 
make up to some extent for lost earnings, 
was not achieved anywhere in the trade in 
Ireland until 1914. Where a weekly rate 
applied it is not known if this was paid 
irrespective of the hours worked, summer 
or winter. 

A very important provision in the life of 



the  working painter was the standing 
practice whereby, if a painter had to stay 
away from home whilst working on a job, 
a travel and accommodation allowance 
was paid and a minimum sixty hour  
working week was guaranteed. Amalga- 
mated practices tended to undermine 
these established conditions as it insisted 
only that no less than the local wage rate 
apply. 

The Amalgamated endeavoured to absorb 
local unions as branches through a variety 
of blandishments. However, where such 
overtures  failed it was ruthless  in its 
efforts to undermine and destroy local 
opposition. In pursuing its expansionist 
policies it was not very principled in the 
methods it ado~ted.  

A fierce struggle against the presence 
of the Amalgamated was waged in Belfast 
and Dublin. The BOHF'TU ensured that 
the Amalgamated's delegates, including its 
general secretary, George M. Sunley, was 
excluded from the British Trade Union 
Congress at Edinburgh in 1897 due to the 
activities of the union.4 It also ensured it 
was excluded from the Belfast Trades 
Council when it re-established a branch 
there  in 1903.5 Both exclusions were 
based on the  claim that Amalgamated 
members  were working under  t h e  
standard rate and in shops that had been 
'blacked' on foot of earlier disputes. 

(Limerick Museum) 

There  was one belated attempt to  
create a federation of Irish painters unions 
in 1893 uniting the Dublin, Belfast, Cork, 
Limerick and Waterford unions.6 This  
resulted from a visit by Peter Cassidy, 
president of the Dublin MHPTU, to the 
Belfast OHPTU whilst he  was attending 
the TUC conference in Belfast. Such a 
federation had a potential membership of 
about 1,200 and the strength to stave off 
Amalgamated encroachment. Nothing is 
known to have come of the initiative. In 
Dublin, after initial resistance from the 
DMHPTU, a reluctant tolerance of the 
Amalgamated's presence became the  
norm. 

In 1904 when the two English Amalga- 
mated unions merged, seven other local 
painters unions (six in England) also 
became part of the new amalgamation. 
One of the seven was the Cork House 
Painters' Society with about 180 members. 

By the year 1905 there were only four 
local Irish unions remaining that catered 
for painters, Belfast, Dublin, Limerick and 
Water f~rd .~  In that year the Belfast union 
was all but destroyed by a lengthy and 
expensive court action which was taken 
against it and its officials by the secretary 
of the NASOHSPD Belfast branch. The 
person concerned,  Daniel McCrory, 
claimed £500 in damages against t h e  
Belfast union. He won the case and was 
awarded the  lesser ,  but  nevertheless 
enormous,  s u m  of £150. T h e  Belfast 
OHSPTU, which had a membership of 

between 400 and 500 over the decades up 
to 1905, was reduced to about  sixty 
members in 1906. It was to be 1920 before 
it recovered its former membership. 

The success of McCrory's case arose 
from the ambiguity in the law that arose 
from the Welsh Taff Vale Railway Co.-V- 
Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants 
court case, which was finally decided by 
the House of Lords in 1901. On foot of that 
judgement trade unions could be held, 
liable for damages arising from trade2 
disputes. McCrory's legal action, with an 
extensive legal team headed by t h e  
solicitor-general, was a potentially expen- 
sive venture for a working man and who 
financed the action was never revealed. 

The employers of Belfast were organised 
from the 1870s, probably in response to 
the strength of the Belfast union. Twenty 
years  la ter  it was said, undoubtedly 
expressing the underlying motivation of 
all the employers groups, that 

It was compulsory upon them when 
they were met by a body of men 
banded together  for their  own 
protection that they should, as master 
painters, join hands so that they might 
be able to defend themselves against 
any interference with their rights and 
liberties.8 

No other employers' organisations in the 
trade have yet been uncovered in other 
Irish towns if such  existed. In 1896, 
probably prompted by the coming into 
force of t h e  Conciliation (Industrial 
Disputes) Act, 1896, the main employers 
in the capital organised themselves as the 
Dublin Guild of Master Painters. 

In the same year a lock-out, affecting 
virtually all the Dublin building trades, 
commenced on May Day and was only 
settled by the intervention and arbitration 
of the Roman Catholic Archbishop, Dr 
William Walsh, throughout August. The 
outcome of the lock-out did not achieve 
the Master Builders Association's (MBA) 
objectives, which differed from trade to 

Billhead of Limerick Operative House Painters' Society, 1954. 
(Limerick Museum) 



trade. However, the  lock-out virtually 
broke many of the unions in the trades. 

T h e  painters of Dublin, both t h e  
DMHPTU and the small Amalgamated 
branch, weathered the storm fairly well 
and the DMHPTU was even able to lend 
money to the bricklayers and the plaster- 
ers unions. Fortunately for the painters, 
and undoubtedly to the chagrin of the 
painters employers, the DMHPTU had 
concluded a new set of working conditions 
with the main employers individually that 
were better than those conceded by the 
MBA. Discretion proved the better part of 
valour and the painters unions did not 
attempt to achieve the same agreement 
with the builders. As a result, no agree- 
ment existed between the painters' unions 
and the MBA from then until 1913. The 
rate in the builders firms was Id. per hour 
less than those in the painting firms and 
there was no agreement regarding the 
exclusive employment of t rade union 
labour. 

In early 1899, at the initiative of the 
Dublin Guild of Master  Painters, 
supported by t h e  Belfast employers 
association, the National Association of 
Master Painters of Ireland (NAMPI) was 
formed. In 1899 a lockout in seventeen 
Dublin painting firms commenced in early 
June and continued for six weeks. About 
500 men were locked out. The lockout 
centred on one issue, that of the employ- 
ment of trade union labour only. T h e  
employers insisted on the right to employ 
whom they pleased. The  enforced out- 
come was that the employers established 
the right to employ up to 15 per cent non- 
union labour and more if the unions could 
not provide men as required. 

T h e r e  were several causes  of t h e  
defeat of the unions. The employers were 
well organised and determined to succeed. 
They sent delegates to employers associ- 
ations in England and Scotland requesting 

Table 1 

Billhead of John O'Ryan, 1940. 

British firms not to employ Dublin men. 
Scabs were imported from Britain and 
there was also a lack of local trade union 
solidarity. Inexplicably, the Dublin Trades 
Council & Labour League refused to 
support the painters, opting instead to call 
for conciliation? 

Within a short period the NAMPI'O had 
members  in all t h e  main cities. T h e  
emergence of the NAMPI and the out- 
come of the Dublin lockout had an impact 
in Limerick that led to the court action by 
John O'Ryan. By the early 1900s, although 
when it dated from exactly is unknown, 
there was a Master Painters Association in 
Limerick. 

T h e  painters of Limerick City were 
organised in their own union probably 
from the 1790s, but certainly from the 
1820s. The exact titles their organisation 
adopted over the years is unclear and it 
appears that the union, unlike most of the 
other Irish unions, was never registered as 
a either a friendly society or a trade union. 

The Limerick OHPS was amongst the 
earliest affiliates of the Irish Trade Union 
Congress. They were represented at the 
second annual conference held in Cork in 
1895 by J.Hynes. At the following two 
conferences in Limerick and Waterford in 
1896 and 1897 t h e  union was also 
represented, but the delegate's names 
were not recorded. Between then and the 
Dublin conference of 1907 the union was 
not represented at the ITUC and in that 
year their delegate at Dublin was Joseph 
Bruckner.ll Bruckner and a W. Allen 
represented t h e  union a t  the  ITUC 
Limerick conference in 1908.12 

The position of painters and decorators 
in Limerick City undoubtedly improved 
over the twenty years 1891-1911 and the 

(Limerick Museum) 

Limerick OHPS undoubtedly played a role 
in achieving these improvements. 

The  number of painters, decorators, 
paperhangers and glaziers in Limerick 
City increased from 109 to 121 and to 150 
in the census years 1891, 1901 and 1911 
(Table 1). In 1861 the number in the 
trade, including employers, had been 143. 

The working painters of Limerick City 
were almost all Roman Catholic in 
religious affiliation. T h e  number of 
Church of Ireland adherents fell from 
three in 1891 to one in 1911. The number 
returned as being illiterate had fallen from 
six to one over the same period. Those in 
the trade were well distributed in terms of 
age groups. Those aged twenty years and 
under, that roughly equating to appren- 
ticeship, remained at fifteen. At the other 
end of the age range, those aged sixty-five 
and older increased from three to nine.13 

In 1907 the weekly working hours in 
the trade in the city were fifty-one and the 
hourly rate was 71/2d., which would have 
delivered a weekly wage in summer of 
31~.101/zd. The hourly rate was less than 
that in Belfast, Cork or Dublin but was 
more than in any other Irish city or town 
(Table 2). 

Although the hourly rate remained the 
same the  hours  worked in winter, for 
those fortunate enough to be in employ- 
ment, were much less due to weather and 
lack of daylight. 

The lot of the working painter would 
have been one of five nine hour days, 
probably worked from 6.00 am to 6.00 pm 
with two meal breaks of one hour each. 
Saturday hours were probably from 6.00 
am to 1.00 pm with a one hour meal break. 
When the time spent in travelling to and 
from work is included the working day in 
reality probably amounted to twelve hours. 
Conditions and equipment were primitive, 
many of the materials used were toxic and 
earnings were lost through inclement 
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Years 

1891 

1901 

1911 

Illiterate 

6 

1 

Age ranges Totals 

109 

121 

150 

-15 

2 

2 

Religious affiliation 

-20 

15 

19 

15 

Other RC 

106 

121 

149 

CofI 

3 

1 

-25 

15 

20 

24 

65+ 

3 

4 

9 

-45 

56 

56 

77 

-65 

18 

20 

25 



Table 2 
Painters Trade Unions, Rates, Hours and Wages, 190734 

Armagh 

Belfast 

Coleraine 

Cork 

Drogheda 

Dublin 

Dundalk 

Kilkenny 

Kingstown 

Limerick 

L/derry 

Lurgan 

Newry 

Sligo 

weather. Whilst weekly wages, at almost 
32s., were substantial when compared to 
those of many other workers, long periods 
of unemployment and shor te r  winter 
working hours greatly reduced wages. For 
most in the building trades the average 
weekly income over a year was probably 
in t h e  region of 20s. to 22s. Seasonal 
unemployment affected most manual 
workers and even 20s. or more was far in 
excess of the wages paid to most. 

The rule regarding the employment of 
non-union men applicable in Limerick was 
similar to that imposed in Dublin through 
the lockout of 1899. The local employers' 
rule (rule 16) provided that 

When all the competent members of 
the local House Painters Association 
are fully engaged, should any employer 
find that he  has not men enough to 
meet his demands, the Local Society of 
House Painters shall be  required to 

34 

1865 

67 

40 

123 

Waterford 

supply him with competent men or  
allow him to get them. 

Numbers 
1901 1911 

121 

133 

36 

35 

43 

The Limerick OHPS had mitigated, to an 
extent that may have been unique, the 
worst  effects of tha t  rule. They  had 
established a local agreement, which 
provided 

Trade 
Union 

Amal 

BOHPS 

Amal 1 

1903 

Amal2 

Amal 

Amal 

27 

1589 

46 

341 

49 

2033 

78 

41 

133 

85 

That no application for men under the 
above rule be made later than Septem- 
ber  1s t  in any year ,  and any men 
employed under said rule their service 
b e  dispensed with not later than 
October 1st in any year. 

5 1 

1909 

80 

263 

150 

148 

46 

58 

61 

Such a provision ensured that work was 
available in wintertime was to be confined 
exclusively to  t h e  members  of t h e  
Limerick OHPS a s  long a s  any of i ts  
members were unemployed. The Limerick 
OHPS had also instituted a rule, although 
this was disputed, whereby its members 
could not belong to any other trade union. 

In March 1907, a Limerick painter 
named John O'Ryan migrated to Dublin in 
search of work.14 O'Ryan had been a 

From 
Year 

1907 

1845 

1897 

1907 

189935 

1905 

Amal 

DMHP 

Amal 1 

Amal2 

Amal 

Amal 

Amal 

78 

member of the Limerick OHPS for about 
eight years and earned 71/2d. per hour. 
Whilst in Dublin he  joined the Amalga- 
mated union. On his return to Limerick in 
October 1907, O'Ryan secured a job with 
one of the city's leading employers, John 
MacNamara15 & Sons, painting contractor, 
of Catherine Street. In that year 1907-1908, 
MacNamara was also President of the 
NAMPI. 

Following O'Ryan's employment, the 
Limerick OHPS officials, Michael Mayne 
and Joseph Buckner, president  and 
secretary respectively, visited MacNamara 
and demanded that O'Ryan be dismissed 
due to his  not being a member of the  
union. MacNamara sought the union's 
demand in writing. This was provided on 
the 19th October and in the style of the 
times. it read 

LOHPS 

Amal 

Amal 

Amal 

Amal 

I beg to inform you that John O'Ryan, 
in your employment, has refused to 
comply with the rules of our society, 

Member- 
ship 

18 

c50 

136 

32 

124 

1894 

c1790 

1893 

c1897 

1894 

1893 

c1894 

W [HPS] 36 

ECCLESIASTXC 

AND INTERIOR 

c1820 

1898 

c1907 

1894 

1894 

Billhead of Daly & Sons, 1937. (Limerick Museum) 

Rate 
Hour 

6d 

8d 

6d 

8d 

26 

c400 

180 

214 

26 

26 

17 

c1820 

c55 

24 

19 

17 

28 

Weeks 
Hours 

54 

51 

c30 

Weekly 
Wages 

36s 

P 

- I  

34s 

30s 
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and if he fails to comply with them up 
to the Zlst, our men will cease working 
with him on that day. 

O'Ryan was dismissed the same day by 
MacNamara. O'Ryan commenced pro- 
ceedings against the Limerick OHPS and 
its named officials seeking damages of E50 
at the Limerick Quarter Sessions in early 
1908 before County, Court Judge Mr Law- 
Smith KC. Those joined16 in the action by 
O'Ryan were: 

Michael Mayne, (president), Little 
Frederick Street 
Joseph Buckner (secretary), Gerald 
Griffin Street 
Michael Anderson, 3 Richmond Street 
John Reeves, Garryowen 
William Reeves, Ganyowen 
John Allen, Rutland Street 
John Neville, Little Glentworth Street 
Pa t  McCoy, Church Street ,  Kings 
Island 
Thomas  Murphy, Halpin Lane, off 
Castle Street, and 
William Nealon, 41 Edward Street 

The sum sought, then the equivalent of 
more than eight months wages in t h e  
trade, combined with legal costs, would 
has effectively destroyed the Limerick 
union had O'Ryan won the case. The claim 
against the Limerick OHPS was based on 
an alleged conspiracy by the defendants to 
procure the dismissal of plaintiff from the 
employment of John M'Namara & Sons 
and for the loss of his employment on the 
19th 0ctober.17 

That O'Ryan was aided and abetted in 
his action by the Amalgamated's Dublin 
official appears beyond doubt, although 
such  was never specifically stated or 
admitted. 

A similar case had occurred in Plais- 
tow in London in 1903 when a painter 
named William McGuire had successfully 
sued the ASHDP for E25 when he was dis- 
missed in similar circumstances.~8 The  
main difference in the London case was 
that it was the then London Amalgamated 
that  was acting against a small local 
union. 

As noted above, the officers and others 
of the Limerick OHPS were joined in the 
action by O'Ryan for damages. All were 
described a 'painters of the  Limerick 
Operative House-painters Society'. Joseph 
Buckner  was also president  of t h e  
Limerick Trades & Labour Council in 
1908.19 T h e  John Neville joined in the  
action may have been the same person 
who also served a s  Trades  Council 
president in 1907. 20 

T h e  case was heard in April 1908. 
Although the judge expressed the view 
that the case put forward by O'Ryan was 
justified, he dismissed the case as  being 
'debarred by section 3 of t h e  T r a d e s  
Disputes Act, 1906' and did not award 
costs.21 T h e  Counsel engaged by t h e  
union2Qxpressed t h e  view tha t  t h e  
Limerick painters were fully justified in 
protecting themselves.z3 The report of his 
representations read 

Billhead of James Reeves & Sons, 191 6. (Limerick 

The local men are quite in earnest in 
trying not  to  b e  dominated by t h e  
Amalgamated Society. This  kind of 
thing occurred in Limerick some six or 
seven years ago, when at the order of 
t h e  English Society the  Limerick 
tailors went on strike, and thousands of 
pounds went over to England while the 
tailors were walking about the streets 
idle. The desire of the employers was 
to disrupt the  Society; the plaintiff 
[O'Ryan] was their  agent ,  and t h e  
defendants were within their rights in 
trying to defend themselves from being 
swamped by the English Society. The 
father and brothers  of the  plaintiff 
were and remained members of the 
[Limerick] Society, and that helped to 
show t h e  surrounding (sic) of t h e  
defence.Iz4 

O'Ryan's counselz5 countered Kelly's 
claims by stating h e  denied there was any 
grounds for Mr Kelly's contention.. .the 
plaintiff was not backed-up by anyone and 
he came into court to get justice. The case 
rested on malice and the object of the 
defendants was to punish plaintiff and 
disqualifying him from membership 
preventing him from get t ing work in 
Limerick and forcing him out of the city.26 

T h e  case  was appealed and heard 
before 'The Lord Chief Baron' in early July 
1908.27 During the hearing valuable infor- 
mation was revealed by several witnesses 
that illustrate some of the issues and 
conditions of the time. O'Ryan was again 
represented by Phelps and the Limerick 
OHPS by Kelly. O'Ryan, MacNamara, 
Mayne, and Buckner gave evidence, but 
only the first two were cross-examined. 

It was claimed that O'Ryan, in joining 
the  Amalgamated, had foregone h i s  
membership of the Limerick OHPS in that 
the  Amalgamated rules provided that  
members could not belong to any other 
society. O'Ryan claimed that h e  knew 
nothing of such a rule. He countered by 
claiming that no such rule existed in the 
Limerick OHPS and that he  was still a 
member of t h e  local union, albeit in 
a r rears  to the  extent  of 24s. As t h e  
Limerick OHPS weekly contribution was 
6d., he  was forty-eight weeks in arrears. 

O'Ryan claimed he had paid E2.9s.4d. fees 
to the Dublin Amalgamated branch and 
was not able to pay the Limerick society. 

O'Ryan denied, under questioning, that 
he  had been 'the means of leading to a 
lockout'  a t  MacNamara's in 1906 but  
admitted he was 'an active opponent' of 
McNamara. The records of the Limerick 
union were then quoted 

Proposed by John O'Ryan, and 
seconded by John Reeves, that 'we give 
George Burrows until Saturday to 
conform to our rules, and should he  
not comply, all men to cease work with 
him'. 

O'Ryan admitted that such was the case 
and that it was 'in accordance with the 
rules and constitution of the society'. He 
was then asked 'are they doing anything to 
you under their rules that you did not 
propose to do to Burrows?' When it was 
put to him that 'This amalgamated society 
is of English origin, and these people are 
trying to dominate the trade societies of 
this country?', O'Ryan replied 'I don't 
know anything about that'. 

MacNamara, t h e  employer, when 
examined by O'Ryan's counsel, stated that 
h e  remembered Buckner  and Mayne 
calling on him demanding O'Ryan's 
dismissal as he did not comply with their 
rules and went on to state he 

Knew the cloak of the thing, and said 
h e  thought  they were making a 
mistake. Two of their men had left to 
go to Dublin where they expected to 
get work as a matter of course. John 
O'Ryan had joined the Amalgamated 
Society in Dublin, numbering 1,900 
men, and he was a blackleg when he  
came back according to their action. 
Another member went up to Dublin 
and worked a s  a non-union man, 
though  h e  was a member of t h e  
Limerick Society, and he came back to 
Limerick and resumed work there  
without any objection to him. H e  
quoted for the delegation the case of 
McCrory against the Belfast Painters 
Society, being an action for damages 
caused by loss of one and a half years' 



work. The  venue was changed to 
Dublin, and the case was tried before 
Judge Kenney and a special jury. The 
trial lasted five days and there was an 
eminent  Bar ... the  resul t  was that  
McCrory was awarded £150 damages 
and costs. The case had the effect of 
breaking up the Belfast local society, 
and they all then joined the Amalga- 
mated Society. 

Although McNamara  admi t ted  t h a t  
the rule regarding the employment of 
Limerick OHPS members  had been 
agreed he  went on to state under cross 
examination that 

His object was not to flood the town 
with amalgamated men so as  to give 
employers larger selection of men and 
reduce wages, because amalgamated 
men could come down and work side 
by side with the local branch. They did 
it in Dublin - amalgamated and local 
men and non-union men worked side 
by side in Dublin [but he] did not want 
non-union men. 

McNamara also stated that when the rule 
regarding the employment of Limerick 
OHPS members was proposed, although 
they had agreed to it, the  employers 
objected saying that 'if at any time the 
Amalgamated Society wished to contest 
their rights we disassociated ourselves 
from any costs or liabilities in the matter'. 

McNamara was incorrect in at least 
three respects in his views. Firstly, the 
Amalgamated union had 941 members in 
fifteen branches in Ireland at that time, not 
1,900. Secondly, the Belfast union was not 
broken-up by the legal action, although its 
membership fell drastically from about 
500 to sixty. Thirdly, the virtual collapse of 
i ts  membership did not  lead to i ts  
members joining the Amalgamated union. 
T h e  result of the damage done to the 
Belfast union created a situation whereby 
most Belfast painters became non-union 
men. Despite t h e  establ ishment  of a 
second Amalgamated branch in Belfast 
following the action its total membership 
increased from ninety in 1907 to 195 in 
1908, leaving about 1,750 painters outside 
any union in the city.28 

The position adopted by the union was 
that O'Ryan was not a member of the  
Limerick OHSP, was a member of another 
union and that they were simply enforcing 
an agreement with the employers. They 
were prepared to admit O'Ryan to the local 
union provided he ceased to be a member 
of the Amalgamated union. 

Although the  decision of the  court 
went against O'Ryan, the judge did not 
conceal his own views in the matter. He 
stated that the 

action of the defendants was malicious 
in the way they attempted to get rid of 
the plaintiff, but on the construction of 
the 3rd section of the Act he had to 
dismiss the case. 

No costs  were awarded. Under t h e  
provisions of the  Trades  Dispute Act, 
1906, where losses were sustained as the 
result of an industrial dispute the parties 
involved could not b e  held liable for 
damages. The Trades Disputes Act, 1906, 
which negated the impact of the Taff Vale 
Railway -v- ASRS judgement of 1901, had 
been passed by the Liberal government at 
the urging of the then new parliamentary 
Labour Party. 

The outcome of the court case lead to a 
reconciliation between O'Ryan and the 
Limerick OHPS, in that he resigned from 
t h e  Amalgamated and rejoined. What 
subsequently became of O'Ryan is  
unknown. However, from the few scant 
references there are to the affair in trade 
union sources, the hard-nosed cynicism of 
the Amalgamated is clear. 

Around 1907 t h e  secretary of t h e  
NASOHSPD Dublin No 2 branch, John 
Graydon, was appointed on a full-time 
basis. He seems to have operated as their 
organiser throughout Ireland. Graydon 
was also a member of the Amalgamated's 
National, UK wide, Executive Council. 

In 1910, two years after the court case, 
Graydon raised the matter at the Execu- 
tive Council. The general discussion on 
the issue revealed some of the attitudes 
held by its leading  official^.^^ Graydon 
claimed that the Limerick OHPS had gone 

on strike against O'Ryan's employment. 
Graydon had visited O'Ryan in Limerick at 
the  time and claimed that O'Ryan had 
taken t h e  court  action himself. T h e  
Amalgamated's General Office had 
refused to take any action in the matter 
although Graydon had submitted a report 
to  it. As a member of the Dublin No 2 
branch, O'Ryan had been paid victimis- 
ation benefit  of 10s. per  week plus 
unemployment benefit. After O'Ryan'a 
unemployment benefit was exhausted, hid 
victimisation benefit was increased to 20s. 
per  week. It appears that O'Ryan was 
supported over the winter 1907-1908 and 
benefit was then stopped. The  position 
adopted by the General Council was that 
he should leave Limerick to seek employ- 
ment. Graydon's appeal that h e  was a 
Limerick man who supported his parents 
did not evoke a sympathetic response. 
Graydon further pointed out that removal 
expenses available under the rules in the 
case of victimised members had been 
refused. What rankled with many who 
spoke was that  t h e  local union had 
succeeded. As one stated 

The point, to his mind, was that the 
Limerick Society had more power than 
their own society, and that they, as an 
amalgamated society, allowed some 
local society to dictate to them what 
their members should do. 

Graydon expressed the view that 

if they had fought the this particular 
case the employers would have been 
with them hand in hand, because they 
would have been very glad to have men 
of our society to work in Limerick. 

What precisely Graydon meant by his 
statement is less than clear. However, it 
more than suggests that amalgamated 
members would have been prepared to 
work under conditions that were less than 
the established local norms and under- 
mine the  Limerick LOHPS itself. T h e  
chairman offered the view that 

if the  man had been supported h e  
might have been the means of estab- 
lishing a branch there which might 

Billhead of Joseph Tucker, 1940. (Limerick Museum) 



have been a rallying ground. That was 
often the way in which branches were 
made in amalgamations. 

The general consensus of the meeting was 
that the  union had failed O'Ryan, that 
work was never found for O'Ryan and that 
'if they had removed him to Dublin he  
would have got a job and the  society's 
money would have been saved'. No 
consideration was given as  to O'Ryan's 
desire to stay in his home town, no regret 
was expressed regarding the undoubtedly 
difficult position O'Ryan had put himself 
into and no concern for his wellbeing or 
future was recorded. 

By 1908 the Amalgamated had fifteen 
branches in thirteen Irish cities and towns 
with a total of 886 members. Four local 
Irish unions in Dublin, Belfast, Limerick 
and Waterford had about 550 members 
between them. 

Limerick City is unique in that it is the 
only Irish city or major town in which the 
NASOHSPD did not succeed in estab- 
lishing a branch. 

In the years before the First World 
War the NASPHSPD went on to establish 
branches, some short  lived, in Down- 
patrick (1909), Galway, Queenstown 
(1911), Bray, Clonmel, Newtownards, 
Waterford (1912) and Banbridge (1913). 

The Amalgamated union went through 
several name changes over the decades. 
In t h e  1940s it  became known a s  the  
National Society of Painters, although it 
had been known as  that since around 
1920. In 1963 it amalgamated with the 
Scottish amalgamated painters union and 
two years  la ter  it absorbed t h e  last  
remaining local painters trade union in 
Britain, the Birkenhead society. In 1968 it 
amalgamated with t h e  Amalgamated 
Society of  woodworker^.^^ Following a 
further amalgamation it became part of 
UCATT when it was established in the 
early 1970s. 

T h e  Limerick Operative House 
Painters Trade Union continued in exist- 
ence. In 1912 it made tentative move to 
become linked with the Dublin MHPTU 
for the purposes of the administration of 
the National Insurance Act of that year but 
nothing materialised. 

In January 1919, following the call from 
the ITUC to trade unions to re-organise 
and consolidate themselves, t h e  
DMHPTU transformed itself into the Irish 
National Painters & Decorators & Allied 
Trades Union (INPDATU) . The transfor- 
mation of the union happened in the same 
month a s  t h e  establ ishment  of Dail 
Eireann, although whether such was by 
coincidence or otherwise is unknown.31 
T h e  INPDATU attracted t h e  existing 
glaziers and the whiteners unions into its 
ranks. The Sligo, Kilkenny and Waterford 
branches of the Amalgamated union also 
joined the new Irish national union. The 
Limerick OHPS also became a branch 
between 1921-1924. The early 1920s, with 
rising unemployment, a series of reduc- 
tions in wages and severe employer and 
state retrenchment, did not lend itself to 
new organisational endeavour. In 1924 the 

Limerick OHPTU re-established itself as 
an independent trade union. 

In 1942, in the wake of the Trade Union 
Act, 1941, it became a constituent branch 
of the Building Workers Trade Union 
(BTWU). T h e  constituent unions that 
operated under the umbrella of the BTVW 
for the purposes of negotiations continued 
to function as independent  organisation^.^^ 
Following t h e  building s tr ike of 1964 
(which won the forty-hour, five-day week) 
the INPDTU left the BTWU and acquired 
its own negotiating license. In 1966 the 
Limerick OHPTU and the Cork House 
Painters Trade Union merged with and 
became branches of the INPDTU. In 1991 
the union became a trade group within 
SIPTU. 
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