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ABSTRACT

The prevailing view in Scottish historical thinking is that the Catholic Irish in
Scotland during the first half of the nineteenth century did not participate in
strikes, trade unions or political movements with Scottish workers. This, it has

been argued, was because they were despised by the Scots because of their
race and religion and because they were employed mainly as strike-breakers or

low wage labour. As a result the Catholic Irish formed a separate community in

Scotland and were concerned mostly with issues concerning Catholics, the
Catholic Church and Ireland. This thesis is concerned with the Irish in the west

of Scotland during the period from ¢c.1797 to 1848. It discusses the role of the
Catholic lrish in the campaigns for Catholic Emancipation and repeal of the

British-Irish Act of Union and demonstrates that their involvement in these
agitations occurred despite the objections of the Scottish Catholic clergy.

The thesis examines the various movements in the region for political reform
and provides evidence of Irish, including Catholic Irish, involvement. Scottish
reformers welcomed this Irish participation. Moreover, when the bulk of the

Catholic Irish in Glasgow, and probably elsewhere in the region, eschewed

involvement in Chartism between 1838 and 1842 the chartists tried in vain to
persuade them to participate. The Irish Repealers in Glasgow chose instead to

campaign for the Six Points along with the Complete Suffragists. In 1848 the

Repealers and chartists in the west of Scotland finally formed an alliance.

The thesis also investigates the issue of the Irish and industrial action in the

region and shows that although some Irish workers were strike-breakers and
low wage labour, others, most notably in cotton spinning, weaving and mining,

were involved in strikes and trade unions to protect and improve their

IV




economic condition.




INTRODUCTION
I

In the early 1790s there were very few people of Irish birth resident in Scotland
and almost all of them lived in the counties of Wigtonshire, Kirkcudbrightshire,
Dumfrieshire and in South Ayrshire. Those immigrants who were in
employment appear to have been mainly agricultural labourers; most of the
remainder were vagrants and beggars.l

Fifty years later this picture of lIrish immigration had changed beyond

‘recognition. The census of 1841, the first which gave the numbers of Irish-born
inhabitants of all the counties of Scotland, revealed that there were at that time
126,321 people of lrish birth living in Scotland, which was 4.8% of the total

population of 2,620,184.2 However, as the historian of the lIrish in Scotland,

James Handley, noted:

The census is concerned only with the Irish-born immigrants and
takes no account of the Scottish-born children of such, except to
enter them as Scots. Yet by 1840 immigration into the industrial
areas had persisted long enough to establish a second and even a
third generation among a race of manual labourers....3

He argued that there was little inter-marriage between the Irish and the Scots
and that therefore immigrants’ children born in Scotland were of ‘purely Irish
blood’.4 Handley then suggested that because of this, ‘probably a percentage of
nearer ten to represent the proportion of Irish in Scotland in 1840 would be
nearer the truth’5 The census of 1851 showed that the proportion of Irish
immigrants in Scotland had increased over the decade. At the time of the
census there were 207,367 people of Irish birth in the country; this figure

represented 7.17% of the total population of 2,888,742. Once again, because

of second and third generation immigrants the figure for the Irish-born in



Scotland in 1851 greatly under-represented the actual number of Irish in the
country in that year.6

The overwhelming majority of Irish immigrants in Scotland during the period
from the second half of the 1790s to 1851 were from the nine counties of
Ulster.” The troubles in Ireland during the late 1790s and early 1800s, and in
particular the Rebellion of 1798, were chiefly responsible for the first great
wave of lrish emigration to Scotland, as refugees fled the Province to escape

the violence or the authorities. Most settled in the west of the country and
many of this group found employment as weavers, labourers or as operatives in

the cotton factories.® The return of relative social and political stability to
Ireland did not, however, stem the outflow of emigration Ulster. Over the next

four decades the linen industry in the Province went into decline and eventually
collapsed. This development coincided with the rapid expansion of
manufacturing industry in Scotland. As a result many redundant weavers and
spinners left the north of Ireland and moved to Scotland to find work. Entire
families emigrated as well® From the mid-1840s onwards the pace of
emigration to Scotland from the Province accelerated rapidly because of the

poverty caused by the failure of the potato crop.10

The majority of the Irish population in Scotland during the first half of the
nineteenth century resided in the west central region, in the counties of
Ayrshire, Lanarkshire and Renfrewshire. The census of 1841 showed that
88,367, or almost 70%, of the 126,321 Irish-born men and women in the
country lived in these three counties;1! ten years later the total was 135,975 out

of the Irish-born population of 207,367 (65.6%).12 The figures for the three



counties, hereafter termed the west of Scotland, are given in more detail in

Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1: The Irish in the west of Scotland, 1841

Percentage of Irish-
born
/.3
13.1
13.2

Irish-born
Population
12,035
55,915
20,417
38,367

Total
Population
164,325
426,972
155,072
746,369

Counties
Ayrshire
Lanarkshire
Renfrewshire

W.Scotland

Source: James Handley, The Irish in Scotland (2nd edition, Cork, 1945), p.89.

Table 2: The Irish in the west of Scotland, 1851

Irish-born

Counties Population Population
Ayrshire 20,967
Lanarkshire 89,330
Renfrewshire 25,678
W.Scotland 135,975

Source: James Handley, The Irish in Modern Scotland (Cork, 1947), p.44.

Percentage of Irish-
born

11.0
16.8
15.9

The majority of Irish immigrants settled in the west of Scotland because this was

the region in the country in which the greatest expansion of industry occurred

and most employment opportunities were found.

Like the Irish elsewhere in Scotland during this period, and like the Irish who
resided in England and Wales, those in the west of the country belonged
overwhelmingly to the working classes. This is apparent from evidence given to
a number of Parliamentary Inquiries in the 1830s and 1840s!> and also from
studies of information collected for the census of 1851.14 In the mid-1830s most

of the Irish in Lanarkshire lived in and around Glasgow.l> Here Irish male

workers were employed chiefly as handloom weavers or as labourers who



made roads or railways, cut canals or served tradesmen such as masons and
bricklayers. Indeed, in the city and its vicinity most of the labourers and
probably the majority of the weavers were of Irish birth or descent.
Furthermore, around one-half of the dyers, two-thirds of the dock labourers and
most of the male workforce in the cotton mills were lrishmen. So too were the
majority of workers at Dixon’s large colliery at Govan. Female lrish workers in
Glasgow and its neighbourhood were employed mainly in the cotton
factories.16 Most of the remainder of the Irish in Lanarkshire at this time appear
to have resided in the parishes of New Monkland, Hamilton and Blantyre:17 in
New Monkland the men worked chiefly as weavers in the village of Airdrie or
as colliers or labourers in the coal mines and iron works in the surrounding
country;18 in Hamilton most Irishmen were probably weavers or labourers;?
and in Blantyre Irish workers, both male and female, were employed mainly in
cotton mills.2% Irishmen in the towns and villages of Ayrshire were mostly

weavers or labourers and Irish women in these places flowered muslin,

tamboured or wove at the loom. There were also a number of lrishmen

employed in some of the collieries in the county.2l In Renfrewshire lIrish male

workers were chiefly labourers: in Paisley and surrounding towns and villages
they cut canals, deepened rivers and served tradesmen in the building industry;
and in Greenock they constituted most of those employed as labourers in the
sugar houses and the building industry and probably the majority of those who
worked at the docks. In and around Paisley there were some Irishmen who

were weavers of plain cotton. Furthermore, in the cotton mills of the town the

bulk of the labour force was composed of Irish males and females. Indeed, it



was in these establishments that most of Paisley’s female Irish workers were
employed.22

By 1851 there had been a number of significant changes in the employment
pattern of Irish male workers in the west of Scotland. During the 1840s the

country’s handloom weaving population disintegrated rapidly as a result of two
severe trade depressions and the increasing availability of work in the

expanding heavy industry sector of the economy. In 1838 there were an
estimated 84,560 weavers in the whole of Scotland; by 1850 the number had
fallen to around 25,000.23 However, from the mid-1830s onwards the coal and
iron industries in Ayrshire and Lanarkshire expanded rapidly and attracted a
large influx of Irish workers.2¢ Moreover, the rapid development of the
shipbuilding, metalworking and engineering industries in and around Glasgow
during the same period led to a large increase in the number of Irishmen
working in these sectors. For example, in Anderston in 1851 29.3% of Irish-born
male workers were employed in the metal, machine and shipbuilding sector;

13.1% were in textiles; 12.7% were in transport (including dock labour) and

11.5% were employed in the construction industry.2>

Those among the Irish population in the west of Scotland during the first half
of the nineteenth century who were not members of the labouring classes were
mainly small shopkeepers, such as grocers, spirit dealers, pawnbrokers,
fishmongers and brokers.26 Their numbers were not great. For example, in
December 1835 John Murdoch, the Catholic Bishop in Glasgow, reported that
of the 43-44,000 Irish Catholics in and around the city only 200 or 300 persons

were not ‘of the poor or working classes’. These were mostly ‘petty

shopkeepers’.2” Such a group of lrish Catholic businessmen had existed in the



city since at least the 1800s.286 Among the Irish in the towns and villages of
Ayrshire and Renfrewshire in the mid-1830s there were only a few who were
small shopkeepers.?? Finally, most of the itinerant hawkers and pedlars in the
region were lrish.30

Irish immigration fundamentally altered the pattern of Roman Catholicism in

Scotland. In the mid-1790s there were around 30,000 Catholics in the country,

the vast bulk of whom resided in the western Highlands and Islands and in the
north-east Lowlands. Only between 500 and 600 lived in and around Glasgow
and most of them had arrived recently from the Highlands. Elsewhere in the
west of Scotland there were few Catholics. Four decades later the number of
Catholics in the region had risen spectacularly to between 65,000 and
70,000.31 Almost all were of Irish birth or descent.32

However, as most Irish immigrants in Scotland during this period (c.1790-
1851) came from the nine counties of Ulster a considerable number of them

were Protestants. Historians differ in their estimates of the extent of this

immigration. Gallagher suggests that 20% of the total number of Irish

immigrants in Scotland during the nineteenth century were Protestants;33

Walker favours a figure of 25% and claims that this is ‘the generally accepted
estimate’;34 and Brown suggests that the proportion was at least one-third,3> as
does McFarland.36 However, at certain times during the first half of the
nineteenth century the proportion of Protestants of the total Irish population in
certain areas in the west of Scotland appears to have been considerably
greater. For example, in 1831 the number of Catholics in the Calton-Mile End
district of Glasgow was 2,688. There were, however, 6,890 Irish residents in the

area; this suggests that over 4,000 members of the Irish population were



Protestants.3” In early 1834 the manager of a cotton mill at Blantyre stated that
‘almost all’ of the Irish in the parish were Protestants.38 The Minister of Girvan

reported around this time that one-half of the population of the town were Irish

and that more than one-half of them were Protestants.39

Historians have been aware for some time of the important role which lrish

immigrants and Irish issues played in the various movements for political reform

in England during the period from the Jacobin organisations of the 1790s to the
Chartist agitation of the late 1830s and 1840s.40 The dominant view in Scottish
historiography, however, is that there was little or no participation by the Irish in
Scotland in the campaigns for political change during the same period. In his

history of the Irish in Scotland, first published in 1943, James Handley argued

that,

from the end of the Napoleonic War to the Chartist Risings the
Irish immigrant had little active part in the political questions that
agitated the bosom of the Scottish working class.4!

According to Handley the immigrants simply did not wish to involve themselves
in the reform movements of the time, as ‘the fight for Catholic Emancipation
and the agitation for Repeal of Union were more important to those who still

regarded themselves as exiles than the grievances of their neighbours’.42 He
explained this attachment to Irish and Catholic issues at the expense of interest
in Scottish and British affairs as being a consequence of the immigrants’ belief
that their stay in Scotland was only temporary. Handley argued that many
crossed the Irish Sea solely to earn enough money to enable them to depart for

the New World or to return home to purchase land: therefore, they saw no

reason to concern themselves with the political concerns and agitations of



Scottish workers, except on those occasions when there could be benefits for

Ireland or the Catholic Church.43 Handley concluded that

it was not until a generation of the Irish born in Scotland had
grown up to manhood that identification with the political aims of
their co-workers - as, for example, during the Chartist Movement
of the forties - became a normal line of action.#4

Leslie Wright and Norman Murray agreed with Handley’s analysis that it was

not until the final phase of Chartism, in 1847-48, that the Irish in Scotland finally
became involved in a political campaign along with the native workers; they

also accepted his explanation for this.4°

Other historians have argued that the Irish immigrants - or to be exact the
Catholics among them - did not, or could not, participate in the political reform
campaigns because Scottish workers were hostile towards them. For example,
in his survey of the experience of the Scottish working class between 1830 and
1914, in the second volume of the People and Society in Scotland series,
William Knox stated that, ’religioug bigotry saw the Irish Catholics retreat from
the embrace of the Scottish labour movement’, although he acknowledged that
they joined forces with the Chartists in 1847, after the death of the great lrish
political leader Daniel O’Connell.4¢ Elaine McFarland also accepted that Irish

Catholics were involved in the final stages of the Chartist Movement,4/ although
it is her view that Scottish workers were not so friendly earlier in the century;
she wrote of ‘the hostile reaction of various sections of the early Scottish labour
movement’ to Irish immigrants which ‘was based on opposition to their religion
as much as economic grievances’. According to McFarland this ‘situation was

greatly exacerbated by the serious fall in real wages after 1815 and by the

employment of Irish blackleg labour after 1817, particularly in the coalfields’.4



Despite the fact that these and other historians49 have noted or discussed
the involvement of Irish workers in Chartism in Scotland in the late 1840s,

others have maintained that Irish Catholics were prevented by native hostility
from participating in Scottish political reform campaigns throughout most of the
nineteenth century. For example, Tom Gallagher, in his major study of the

Catholic community in Glasgow during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,

argued that the Catholic Irish in nineteenth century Scotland were despised
because of their religion and because they worked for lower rates of pay.>0 As a

result:

Working class solidarity was not a strong enough impulse to bring
Irish and Scottish wage labourers together even though, during
the 1830s and 1840s, they were already toiling in close proximity
at a time when radical movements like the Chartists enjoyed a

mass following in Britain.>1

He later concluded that:

Finding religious intolerance and sectarian hate in many areas of
nineteenth century Scottish life, the immigrants preferred to
remain expatriate lrish rather than strive to make common cause

with the Scots in their midst.52

Callum Brown, in his Social History of Religion in Scotland since 1730, argued
that ‘partly through the use of immigrants as strike-breakers and partly through
sectarianism, Catholics were generally isolated from the trade-union and labour
movements before 1890.”3 (The overwhelming majority of Roman Catholics in
lowland Scotland throughout the nineteenth century were lrish or of Irish
descent.)

These views that Catholic Irish immigrants and their progeny were employed

mainly as low wage labour or strike-breakers and were unwilling or unable to
participate in strike action or trade unionism during the first half of the

nineteenth century dominate historical thinking on the lIrish in Scotland. In his



contribution to the first volume in the People and Society in Scotland series

Callum Brown argued that from the 1780s

sectarian feelings strengthened amongst skilled workers in the
west of Scotland. Though approximately one-third of the new
arrivals from Ireland were Protestant (Presbyterians, Episcopalians
and Methodists), it was the Catholic Irish who were identified as
threatening the jobs and status of native Scots.®4

In the second volume, which examined the period from 1830-1914, he stated
that ‘trade unions were often overtly anti-Catholic, and Protestant working-class
hostility was exacerbated when Catholics worked as strike-breakers’.>> Tom

GCallagher has argued that:

It was the Irishman’s readiness to toil longer, harder and for less
remuneration which elicited the bitterest response from Scottish
and English workers...the Irish undoubtedly helped to depress real

wages and conditions by working longer for lower rates of pay. In
Scotland, this was particularly true of the Lanarkshire

coalfields...where antagonism between Scottish and Irish workers

was possibly at its worst in the nineteenth century.>®
Gallagher highlighted the role of Irish workers as strike-breakers in mining
disputes and stated that ‘well into the nineteenth century, plenty of Irish were

to be found in those parts of the Scottish coalfield where non-union labour

predominated’.57 Furthermore, he claimed that Scottish trade unions, ‘were, for

a long time, hostile to Irish immigration’, and that Irish Catholic workers played
little part in trade unionism for most of the nineteenth century.> In his volume
in the Edinburgh History of Scotland William Ferguson discussed the use of Irish
workers as strike-breakers in mining areas and the immigrants’ role in adding
greatly to the number of handloom weavers which, he argued, contributed to
the decline in wages for those in that trade. He stated that this ‘economic

rivalry gave rise to bitter resentment’ which ‘might well have been lost in a

common struggle for improved conditions of labour but for the fierce

10



antagonisms roused by the settlement of a large Roman Catholic population in

a strongly Protestant country’.>?

Gallagher concluded that the ‘widespread hostility of the host community to
their presence’, contributed to the formation by the Irish Catholics of a distinct

community isolated from the rest of Scottish society:60
The community preserved its separate identity because it was a
form of psychological protection. Priests and other community
leaders encouraged what amounted to voluntary segregation in

all big areas of Irish settlement and in many of the smaller ones
where the conditions existed for a distinct enclave community.6!

Callum Brown has expressed similar views. He argued that ‘native sectarianism

helped to sustain Catholic cultural identity’ during the first three decades of the
nineteenth century®?2 and that from 1830-1914 the Catholic church ‘was a

refuge in what was frequently a hostile host society’.63 In his survey of Glasgow

working class politics between 1750 and 1914 lan Hutchison claimed that the

Irish Catholics formed a group apart:

Throughout the nineteenth century the Irish Catholic portion of
the population of Glasgow constituted a separate community

within the city’s social system, segregated by a whole bundle of
distinguishing characteristics - race, accent, religion, occupations,
residence and politics.64

Hutchison, however, did not state whether he believed this segregation to have
been voluntary or instead a consequence of native hostility.

In several other general texts and specialist studies historians have not
distinguished between Catholic and'Protestant workers in their discussion of
the effects of Irish immigration on Scottish workers, trade unionism and

industrial action. For example, the Checklands in their history of Scotland
between 1832 and 1914 highlighted the role of Irish workers as strike-breakers

and also stated that immigrant labour was ‘so often used by employers to make

11



effective unionism impossible’.> When T.C. Smout discussed the Irish in the
context of industrial relations during the first half of the nineteenth century in
his social histories he too focused solely on those groups of immigrants who
were used as blackleg labour,%® as did Hamish Fraser in his major study of the
development of Scottish trade unionism in the period from 1700-1838.57

Indeed, in another work, Fraser actually argued that by the late 1840s, ‘the Irish

were already present in such numbers as to be perceived as a major threat,

and..were already identified as blacklegs and strike-breakers’ by Scottish
workers.68 Clarke and Dickson, in their examination of the emergence of the

Scottish working class between 1760 and 1830 mentioned Irish workers twice.
On the first occasion they commented on the immigrants’ contribution to the

labour surplus after 1815 and how this caused problems for the ‘artisanal
trades’ in their attempts to control entry to their crafts. Clarke and Dickson then
identified the ‘main threat’ faced by colliers unions in the 1830s - ‘the influx of
Irish labour used particularly as “nob” or “blackleg” labour during strikes’.6”
Slaven and Campbell in their economic histories did not comment on lrish

strike-breakers but focused instead on those lrish workers who contributed to

the lowering of labour costs in the iron and textile industries.”0 Similarly,
Mitchison in her History of Scotland commented on the willingness of the
immigrants to accept low wages and argued that the influx of Irish workers into
handloom weaving after 1816 contributed to the decline of the wages and

conditions of that trade.”!
Therefore the perception which has emerged and indeed has come to
dominate historical thinking on the Irish in Scotland during the first half of the

nineteenth century (and beyond), is that Irish immigrants, or the Catholics

12



among them depending on which historian is being consulted, were employed
mainly as low wage labour or strike-breakers; that they were despised by native
workers; that they played little part in political agitations alongside Scottish
workers: and that they were not significantly involved in trade unions or

industrial action to protect or improve their wages and conditions. As has been
shown, these images of lrish workers are to be found in most of the general

texts on Scotland in this period and in a number of more specialised works.

Yet it is surprising that such views dominate Scottish historiography. It will be

recalled that Brown and Gallagher appear to have ignored the evidence of Irish

participation in the final stages of the Chartist Movement in Scotland. What is

also strange is that they did not take into account evidence of immigrant
involvement in reform agitations in Scotland prior to Chartism. The same is true
of several of those who have acknowledged that the Irish were active in
Scottish Chartism in the late 1840s. In a work published over eighty years ago
Henry Meikle argued that Irish immigrants were involved in the establishment
and membership of the secret revolutionary United Scotsmen Societies of
1797-1803,72 and since then a number of historians, including Burns, Thomas
and Holt, Wells, Brims and most recently McFarland have produced evidence
of Irish involvement in this organisation.”3 Indeed, Handley, in the standard
work on the Irish in Scotland, accepted Meikle’s arguments and concluded that
it was ‘probable that many United Irishmen who had emigrated to Scotland
were to be found in the ranks of the Scottish rebel society...””4 Furthermore,
despite having argued that the lrish played little part in Scottish political

movements between 1815 and 1848 Handley actually stated that during the

radical agitation in the west of Scotland between 1816 and 1820 ‘the Irish

13



immigrant seems to have taken his share in the agitation’.”> One of the sources
he used to form this conclusion was Tom Johnston’s History of the Working
Classes in Scotland. In this book, published in 1920, the future Secretary of State
for Scotland argued that during the post-Napoleonic War agitation, ‘the
Immigrant Irish rebels were in “the troubles” - the advanced left wing of them,
almost to a man.’76 Ellis and Mac a’Ghobhaian, in their study of the period, also
argued that Irish workers played a significant part in the radicalism of the time

although they, like Johnston, did not produce any evidence to support their
assertions nor provide references to the sources used to advance them.””
William Roach has provided evidence in his study of the radical Movements of
1816-22 in the west of Scotland which suggests that the lrish would perhaps

have been likely to participate in the agitations,”® and he also showed that two
Irish weavers resident in Calton, a suburb of Glasgow, were heavily involved in
a secret revolutionary society in 1817.79 W.H. Fraser also noted their role,80 but
neither historian went on to examine the significance of this involvement for an
understanding of the immigrant experience in Scotland at this time. In her

recent study of Scottish radicalism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries Elaine McFarland argued that these two weavers, Andrew McKinlay
and Hugh Dickson, were Protestants and that their society was anti-Catholic.81
Later, however, she produced evidence which suggests that Irish Catholics

might have participated in the agitation of 1819-20.52

There is also other evidence which is at odds with the view, advocated by

Brown and Gallagher, that Scottish political Reform Movements were hostile to
the Catholic Irish. Handley argued that the Scottish Radicals ‘were inclined to

show themselves friendly towards the Catholic immigrants’ during the 1820s

14



and 1830s;83 and Alexander Wilson stated in his study of the Chartist
Movement in Scotland, published in 1970, that, ‘Towards their much abused

brethren, the Irish Catholics, there was a good deal of fellow feeling among the

Chartists, but this was seldom reciprocated, and it was only in the later stages of

the Movement that the “Irish” Catholics played any significant part.”4 More
recently, John McCaffrey has argued that the Catholic Irish ‘political element’ in
the west of Scotland between the 1820s and 1840s established firm links with
native radical movements in the region.8>

It is also surprising that the images of the lrish as strike-breakers, or as

workers who were content with low wages and who were unwilling or unable
to participate in trade unions or industrial action to protect or improve their

conditions, are to be found in a considerable number of major studies in
Scottish history. Consider the issue of strike-breaking. It is clear from the
secondary sources that immigrant workers were used as blackleg labour during

the first half of the nineteenth century. The evidence of these activities,
however, relates almost exclusively to the mining areas of Lanarkshire and

Ayrshire and mainly from the late 1830s onwards. The vast majority of Irish

workers in this, or in later periods, were not employed in the mines and were

not used as blackleg labour.86 Treble’s statement concerning the issue of the
Irish and strike-breaking in the north of England is equally true of the immigrants

north of the border:

The majority of Irish immigrants had been drawn there by the
“oull” factor of higher wages and greater continuity in
employment rather than recruited for the specific purpose of
strike-breaking. Irish “blacklegs” formed only an insignificant
proportion of the total immigrant workforce in any given year.87

Furthermore, it has been established that while some Irish workers were used as

15



strike-breakers or as cheap labour in the north of England, others participated in
strikes and trade unions, particularly in the textile industries in the north of the
country. Indeed some immigrants, the most notable being John Doherty in
Lancashire, played leading roles in workers’ organisations in that region.88 In
1963 ).A. Jackson argued of the immigrants that although particular economic
circumstances may have led some to avoid industrial action, ‘given equal
conditions [the Irish] were at least as active and capable as the majority of
British workmen’.89 After reviewing such evidence Dorothy Thompson stressed

that, ‘there is clearly...a difference between the use of fresh immigrant labour, or

of labour deliberately imported to replace or dilute a difficult labour force, and
the behaviour of immigrants already part of that force.’?0 1t would appear that a
good many writers of Scottish history have not recognised this distinction.

What is most surprising, however, is that there is evidence available in
secondary sources which demonstrates or suggests that Irish workers in
Scotland during the first half of the nineteenth century were involved in trade
unions and strike action. D.F. McDonald in 1937, L.C. Wright in 1953, W.H.

Marwick in 1967, Z.G. Brassey in 1974 and W.H. Fraser in 1976 all argued that

Irish workers were heavily involved in the union of cotton spinners in
Glasgow.91 Norman Murray, the historian of the handloom weavers, suggested
that Irish weavers took part in strike action and possibly trade unions as well.”2
In his study of the Lanarkshire miners Alan Campbell discussed the use of the
Irish as blackleg labour but also provided evidence which implies that some
participated in industrial action.92 Moreover, Handley produced evidence
which shows or suggests immigrant involvement in trade unions and strikes in a

number of occupations.%4

16



It is evident, therefore, that there is evidence available which demonstrates
that the dominant view of Irish immigrants and industrial action and political
radicalism in Scotland during the first half of the nineteenth century is in great
need of serious revision. It is strange that the examples of lrish involvement in

these activities have not been incorporated into the general or specialised
works of the historians discussed earlier. Nor has this evidence been brought

together - until now - to suggest that the immigrant experience was perhaps

somewhat different to the standard view and was in fact much like that of the

Irish in England. The result has been that the perception of Irish non-

involvement in Scottish radical and industrial agitation has dominated Scottish

historiography and the arguments and evidence which can be used to

challenge or qualify it, remain scattered throughout a variety of monographs,
essays and theses.

This study will examine in detail the issue of the Irish in Scottish political and
industrial agitations. Although several historians have noted an Irish presence in
these activities most mention it only in passing, as these themes are not the

principal or major focus of their works. The exceptions are McFarland in her

study of Scottish radicalism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
and Campbell in his work on the Lanarkshire miners. The study will concentrate
on the west of Scotland - Glasgow and Lanarkshire, Ayrshire and Renfrewshire -
as this was the region in which the vast majority of Irish immigrants settled
during the first half of the nineteenth century. It was also the part of the country
which experienced most of the incidents of industrial action, trade union

activity and political agitation. Furthermore, as has been noted, several
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historians have already provided some examples of Irish participation in these
activities in this region.

The political campaigns which were almost exclusively the preserve of the
Irish community in Scotland, particularly the agitations for Catholic

Emancipation, in the 1820s, and repeal of the British-Irish legislative union, in
the 1840s, will also be examined. Handley did not deal with these movements

in any great detail and Montgomery and Leith, in their theses on radicalism

between 1830 and 1848 in Glasgow and Paisley respectively, did not discuss
them at all.95 By examining both the ‘Irish’ and ‘Scottish’ political movements a
complete picture of immigrant political activity in this period will be given.

All the principal sources for studies of Scottish radicalism, trade unions and

industrial action in the first half of the nineteenth century have been consulted.
These are the newspapers of the period and other contemporary publications;
the parliamentary papers from the mid-1820s to the 1850s; the correspondence
of government and local officials; and the legal records pertaining to arrested
radicals, trade unionists, strikers and rioters. The press is also essential for the

examination of the political movements dominated by the Irish in Scotland. The

correspondence and papers of the Catholic clergy in the west of Scotland have

been examined as well. These contain extremely valuable information on the

political activities of the immigrants and on the attitudes of the priests towards
them. The quality of these sources and the problems associated with them
when attempting to examine the nature and extent of Irish participation in
radical and industrial agitations, will be considered throughout the text.

\

The thesis contains four sections. The first examines the role of Irish workers

in trade unions and industrial action throughout the period. The remainder of

18



the study is concerned with the Irish and political movements. The first of these
sections deals with insurrectionary activities, viz. the United Scotsmen Societies
of 1797-1803 and the radical agitations of 1816-20. The chapters on these
Movements were researched and written before the publication of Elaine
McFarland’s study of Scottish radicalism in the 1790s and early nineteenth
century. Although McFarland has produced a full account of the United

Scotsmen organisation there is nothing in her work which has led me to alter

my conclusions concerning this secret society or the extent and nature of Irish
involvement in it. Furthermore, there are aspects of her discussion of the
agitations of 1816-20 with which | disagree and | have included my criticisms in
the text. The second section in this part of the thesis examines the peaceful
campaigns for Catholic Emancipation in the 1820s and for the Reform Bill
during 1830-32. The demands for further political change in the years following
the passing of the Bill are also discussed. The final section is concerned with the

decade from 1838-48 and examines the role of the Irish in the west of Scotland

in the Chartist Movement and in the campaign for Repeal of Union.
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IRISH WORKERS
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CHAPTER ONE

TRADE UNIONS AND INDUSTRIAL ACTION

This chapter will examine the role of Irish workers in trade unions and industrial
action in the west of Scotland during the first half of the nineteenth century.

Most of the discussion will deal with cotton spinning, handloom weaving and
mining, as these were occupations in which Irish workers formed, or came to
form, a large proportion of the workforce and they were also the occupations

which saw most trade union activity and strike action in the period.

Furthermore, as the introduction to this thesis has shown, some historians have
noted an Irish presence in these unions and disputes. This chapter will consider

the issue in detail. Evidence concerning the Irish and industrial action in several

other occupations will also be presented.

The first cotton mills in Scotland were driven by water power and were located
mostly in relatively isolated rural areas beside those rivers and streams which
provided sufficient supplies of water. From the early 1790s onwards the

industry was transformed by the introduction of steam-powered engines, which

enabled mills to be erected in urban areas.' This was of crucial importance to
cotton masters for, as Slaven states, by the early 1790s ‘all the most convenient
and economic water-power sites had been exploited, and only steam power,

employing Watt's new rotative engine, could break the limitation on growth

imposed by a shortage of power’.> Most of the water-powered mills had been

built in Lanarkshire and Renfrewshire in order to be as close as possible to the
cotton yarn merchants and weavers of Glasgow and Paisley who were so

crucial to the success of the industry. Glasgow, with its commercial and
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financial infrastructure, was particularly vital for cotton spinning. The application
of the steam engine to spinning enabled new mills to be constructed in and
around Paisley and Glasgow. For example, by 1833 seventy-two of the seventy-
four cotton mills in Lanarkshire were in the city and its immediate vicinity.’

Male and female workers in those urban areas in which cotton mills were
constructed in the 1790s were not, however, willing to work in such
establishments nor did they wish their children to be employed in them. Other
work was readily available in this period and often at higher rates of

remuneration, for example in handloom weaving.* There was also a strong

aversion among the native population to working in factories. In 1834 George

Millar, the manager of a cotton works in Blantyre, recalled that in those early
vears ‘few Scotch families could be prevailed upon to go into a cotton mill;

they looked upon it as a sort of degradation’.”

It was fortunate for the master cotton spinners that the construction of their
urban steam powered spinning mills in the 1790s coincided with the beginning
of large scale Irish immigration to the west of Scotland. The new arrivals were
not opposed to factory labour.’ According to George Miller: ‘They were
glad...to take work in the cotton mills that were erecting and in course of
operation, and they took their children in along with them. As the trade
increased fresh lots of the Irish came over and were employed at once.”” As the
cotton industry grew and the number of cotton spinning factories increased,
Irish immigrants and their progeny continued to form the largest group in the
labour force. For example, Millar stated in early 1834 that: ‘The lIrish, or

descendants of Irish, are found to predominate in all spinning and weaving

mills.”® At this time John Orr recalled that when he opened his spinning mill in
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Paisley in 1810 his workforce was Irish, because the immigrants ‘were the only

people that asked for employment...Those who apply for work in the cotton

mills are still chiefly Irish. Generally in the neighbourhood the great majority of
the hands in the cotton mills are Irish’. Orr employed 270 workers in his factory

in early 1834, 199 of whom were Irish.” A year earlier Henry Houldsworth, one
of Scotland’s leading cotton manufacturers, had informed a Parliamentary

Select Committee that although ‘a considerable number of Scotch...send their

children to the mills,..the greater proportion of the hands in the mills of
Glasgow are either Irish themselves or of Irish parents, born in Scotland’. He
added that ‘a great proportion of the spinners were from Irish families”.'® An
account of the workforce in Houldsworth’s spinning mills at Anderston in

Glasgow in March 1834 shows that 291 of his 429 employees were of lIrish

birth or parentage.'’

Given that the Irish appear to have constituted the majority of the spinning
workforce in the cotton mills of Glasgow and Paisley during this period, it is not
surprising that there is also evidence of their involvement in the Cotton

Spinners’ Union, which from 1816-1837 was the most powerful and active

workers’ association in Scotland.'? For example, in his Report on the State of the

Irish Poor in Great Britain which was published in 1836, George Cornewall

Lewis stated:

In Glasgow and its neighbourhood, the formidable union of

cotton spinners was first organised by the Irish, who...were at first
almost exclusively employed in the cotton factories of Lanarkshire

and Renfrewshire.'”

The Paisley mill owner John Orr informed Lewis that ‘There were many turn-
outs among the hands in the cotton mills, from 1818 down to 1828 or 1829’

and added: ‘The Scotch now are just as keen in combinations as the Irish’.'
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George Millar, in his evidence to the same Inquiry, stated of the Cotton

Spinners’ Union that:

It is believed...that the union could never have acquired that
degree of consistence that it now possesses had it not been for

the daring character of the Irish, who scrupled at little in

accomplishing their ends, even to the destruction of life and
property, of which there are many miserable instances on

record.”

By 1834, when the evidence for the Irish Poor Report was collected, the cotton

spinners had indeed established a reputation for violence. During several

disputes between 1818 and 1828 in Glasgow and Renfrewshire strike-breakers
were threatened, intimidated and attacked. Some had vitriol thrown at them:

others were shot at. It is not clear, however, whether such outrages were
committed by individuals or groups of spinners acting on their own, or whether

they occurred under the direction of the leadership of the union.'®

Nevertheless, there is evidence to support George Millar’s claim that Irish
spinners were prominent in such attacks. For example, between September
1824 and February 1825 there was a general lock-out of Glasgow spinners by
the city’s cotton masters. After the return to work by the strikers, the new men
employed during the dispute continued to be harassed. One of them, John
Graham of Dunlop’s Broomward Mill, was shot on 30 March 1825. John Kean,

an unemployed spinner and a native of Ireland, was captured immediately and

eventually found guilty of the assault. He was publicly whipped and then

transported for life. Prior to the attack on Graham, Kean had attempted to

shoot another strike-breaker.'’
Four years prior to the attack on Graham another Irish spinner, Patrick

Mellon, stood trial in Glasgow accused of the assault and burning of James

Cairney with vitriol in late September 1820. Mellon was born in Belfast and had
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moved to Scotland at the age of six. He was a spinner in the mill of Robert
Humpbhries and Co. in Hutchesontown. Cairney, who was seventeen-years-old,

had been a strike-breaker at the mill for three weeks before the attack which
lost him the sight of an eye and left his face badly disfigured. In his precognition
to the authorities he identified Mellon as his assailant, but at the trial the case

against him was found not proven.'®

Mellon, however, was named by Thomas Stewart, a member of the Spinners’
Association, as being one of a number of spinners who had been active in

organising and/or participating in assaults on strike-breakers in Glasgow and

surrounding districts during the period from 1816 or 1817 to early 1821.
Stewart also named the other spinners whom he believed to be prominent

members of this group, and these included several whose surnames suggest
that they were of Irish birth or descent: Owen Callaghan, Hugh Lafferty,
Bernard McGeary, John McGowan and two men whose surnames only are
given, Messrs. McBride and McConnell."” The last named was probably Henry
McConnell, who, along with Callaghan, Lafferty and one Malcolm Cameron,
was tried for the attempted assassination in December 1820 of John Orr,
managing partner of the Underwood Mill in Paisley. The charge against Lafferty

was found not proven, McConnell and Cameron were found guilty, and

Callaghan was found guilty art and part. The three men were transported for
life, but not before being whipped through Paisley as part of their sentence. On

5 April 1821 they each received seventy-five lashes, which took place in groups

of fifteen at five different spots in the town.*

Malcolm Cameron was also one of those spinners identified by Stewart in

January 1821 as being a trade unionist who was active in assaults against strike-
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breakers. Stewart named a number of other such activists who, like Cameron,
did not have indigenous Irish names, e.g. Kennedy Baxter, Robert Brown, James
Campbell, Paton Dunlop, John Gow, James Mcintyre, Daniel Montgomery,
Douglas Morrison, Robert Watson.?' Another combined spinner, Nathaniel
Donald, in a precognition given to the authorities at the same time, named a
number of spinners whom he claimed were ‘the most active in encouraging

and promoting the combination about Glasgow’. He identified nineteen in total
of whom three, William Burke, William Darroch and William Docharty have

recognisably Irish surnames. The surnames of the other spinners include

Barclay, Blackburn, Henderson, Kee, McDonald, McKenzie, McMillan,

McQuarry, Mellon, Paterson and Smith.?* Unfortunately, nothing is known of

the background of those listed by Stewart and Donald. But given that the Irish
appear to have been the predominant group in the spinning workforce in the
mills during these years it is not unreasonable to assume that a number of those
spinners named as being prominent union activists were lIrish or of lIrish
descent.

After the lock-out of 1824-25 it was not until 1837 that there was another
general stoppage in the cotton spinning industry. In early April that year the
leading cotton masters in Glasgow agreed to reduce the wage rates of their
spinners and this resulted in the Spinners’ Association calling out all their

members; around eight hundred stopped work. On 22 July, the one hundred

and sixth day of the strike, John Smith, a strike-breaker at Houldsworth’s Mill,

was shot; he died three days later. The committee members of the Association
were soon arrested and the strike quickly collapsed. At a meeting on 3 August

the spinners agreed to resume work ‘unconditionally’. All but four of the
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arrested committee members were eventually released. These men - Thomas
Hunter, Peter Hacket, Richard McNeil and James Gibb - along with William
McLean, a combined spinner whom the authorities believed was the actual
murderer of Smith, were charged with a number of offences. These included
conspiracy to increase wages by the use of threats against workers, strikers and
employers; arson; assault; and the murder of John Smith. At their trial in
Edinburgh in January 1838 the charges involving murder were found not-

proven. The five spinners were, however, found guilty of being members of a

conspiracy which used ‘intimidation, molestation and threats’ against strike-

breakers and of organising pickets to further these activities. Each was
sentenced to seven years transportation to Botany Bay. They all remained,

however, on a prison ship on the River Thames until August 1840 when they

received a Pardon.*’

As has been shown, Irish workers were said to have formed the majority of
the workforce in the cotton spinning mills in Glasgow in 1834. There is no
reason to believe that this situation was any different three years later. Then
there were around 900 or 1000 spinners in and around Glasgow; between 850
and 900 were members of the Association. Around 800 spinners stopped work
in April 1837.%* It is, therefore, probable that the majority of the cotton spinners
who went on strike were Irish. Furthermore, there is evidence of an Irish
presence in the leadership of the Association at this time. Two of the four
committee members tried in 1838 were from lreland.”> Thomas Hunter, the
president or chairman of the union, was a native of County Antrim who had

lived in Scotland for around twenty-four years;*® Peter Hacket, the Association’s

thirty-six-year-old treasurer, was an immigrant from County Tyrone.”” Hacket,
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who was active in the campaign for factory reform in the early 1830s,%® was
also a Roman Catholic.?’ At their trial, a former combined spinner stated that

Hunter had been a member of the Association for eighteen years and Hacket

for twelve.”

The committee members of the Spinners’ Association who were arrested but
not charged in 1837 included James Docherty, Thomas Gallacher, Angus
Campbell, Robert Johnstone, Adam Siderserff, James Munro, William Smeal,
Henry Dunn and Daniel McDonald.>' In his precognition to the authorities on 2

August 1837 Docherty stated that he was a native of County Tyrone and had

left Ireland when very young. He was thirty-seven-years-old and had been a
cotton spinner for about twenty years.>? Unfortunately, the rest of the members

of the committee did not give any indication of their place of birth or ethnic
background in their precognitions,” although from his surname it is likely that
Thomas Gallacher was Irish or of Irish descent. This can also be argued for
Bernard Murphy, a former spinner aged sixty years who served as Clerk to the
Committee.”* With regard to Campbell, Johnstone, Siderserff, Munro, Smeal,
Dunn and McDonald and indeed to all of those who wee active on behalf of
the Association during 1837,% it is possible, perhaps probable, that, some of
them were also Irish, as it is almost certain that Irish workers formed the largest
ethnic group within the spinning workforce and probably within the Spinners’
Association. Admittedly these committee members did not have what can be
regarded as indigenous Irish names. Yet neither had Peter Hacket or Thomas
Hunter - and they were lrish immigrants. Furthermore, James Moat, a member

of the committee during part of the strike and one of the chief witnesses for the

Crown at the Spinners’ trial in 1838, declared in 1837 that ‘the most of the
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violent members are Irishmen or of lIrish extraction’.>® Henry Cowan, a spinner

who was a union member at the time of the stoppage, informed the authorities

that ‘almost all the jobs done in the union..were done or originated by

Catholics and Irishmen’.”’

It must be noted that John Smith, the blackleg whose murder led to the
arrest of the committee, was a native of Ireland;’® and it is likely that Thomas

Donaghy, a strike-breaker assaulted by union members during the stoppage,””

was Irish or of Irish extraction, if surnames can be a reliable guide to identifying

an Irish background. Finally, James Cairney, the blackleg spinner who had vitriol

thrown on his face during a strike in Glasgow in September 1820, was an Irish
immigrant.*’ These examples of Irish strike-breakers being attacked by spinners

from a union which had a large Irish membership demonstrate that facile
generalisations cannot be made concerning the role of Irish immigrants in trade
unions and industrial disputes during this period.

The Cotton Spinners Union collapsed as a result of the arrest of the
leadership and the return to work in the summer of 1837. The union and its
members had contracted large debts during the strike, and after the dispute
ended many workers abandoned the Association while many others were
victimised by their employers; according to Fraser 276 combined spinners did
not regain their positions once the strike was over. The trade depression of the
following few years prevented the maintenance of an effective union
organisation and any possibility of industrial action by operative spinners.”’

There was a resurgence of union activity by the spinners in 1844, which

included a strike at eighteen Glasgow mills in early February which concluded

with an agreement to increase piece rates.** But, as Fraser has concluded, the
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union ‘never regained the significant, vanguard role it had achieved in the
1820s and 1830s".* This was largely because its defeat in 1837 and relative

weakness in the years that followed enabled the cotton masters to gain the
ascendancy in the workplace and in industrial relations with the result ‘that from

1837 onwards the manufacturers exercised a very high degree of authority over

wage levels and work assignment’.**

The most important figure to emerge from the ranks of the Glasgow Cotton
Spinners’ Association throughout its existence was an Irish Catholic named

Patrick McGowan.* He was particularly prominent in the affairs of the union
during the early 1830s. Several historians have commented on McGowan'’s

activities in this period: Kirby and Musson described his role in the
establishment of the Grant General Union of Cotton Spinners of the United
Kingdom;*® John Ward noted the leading part which McGowan played in the
Glasgow campaign for factory reform;*’ and Hamish Fraser concluded that in
these years McGowan ‘seems to have become a dominant and respected

fisure among the Glasgow spinners.*® It is evident that he was an important

activist. Yet despite having been known to historians for some time,*” there has
not been any attempt to present a full examination of McGowan and his role in
the Labour Movement of this period, and evidence of his various activities
remains scattered throughout a number of articles, essays, theses and
monographs. Even in these works all the surviving information concerning him
is not presented. The purpose of this section, therefore, is to provide an

account of McGowan's role as a Labour activist from an Irish background.
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Patrick McGowan was born in either 1792 or 1793. As his birth was several
years before the beginning of large scale Irish immigration to Scotland it is likely
that McGowan was not second generation Irish but was born in Ireland. In
1833 he told the Factory Commission that he had worked in cotton mills
‘almost constantly’ since the age of seven. In 1827 McGowan was employed in
the mill of Charles Todd at Springfield in Glasgow.>® By 1830 he was active in
the affairs of the Glasgow Spinners’ Association.' In June that year he was one
of the Scottish delegates to the second conference of the Grand General Union

of Cotton Spinners, held in Ramsay on the Isle of Man. Here he was appointed
along with Thomas Foster of Manchester to tour the various cotton spinning

districts in the north-west of England to promote the Grand General Union,
which had been founded the previous year largely as a result of the efforts of
John Doherty, the Irish Catholic leader of Manchester’s spinners. During their
tour of the districts they were active in assisting local unions during strikes and
negotiations with cotton-masters, and the two delegates also helped promote
Doherty’s general union, the National Association of United Trades for the
Protection of Labour. In October 1830 McGowan was one of the participants
at a meeting held in Manchester to establish a newspaper for the working

classes. The outcome was the Voice of the People, edited by Doherty, which

first appeared at the end of the year.>

Doherty was full of praise for McGowan for his activities during the second

half of 1830: another of Doherty’s publications, the Poor Man’s Advocate, later
stated that the growth of the Grand General Union in those months was mainly

because of McGowan'’s exertions. The journal also outlined the qualities which

made McGowan such an effective representative of the Union:
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Besides the honest boldness and fearless intrepidity which is the
peculiar character of Mr. McGowan, there is something in his
manner, his attitude, and tone, when addressing a body of
workmen, which invites and carried with it the confidence of his
auditors, but which is equally cutting and appalling to his
opponents. The workman feels, in listening to Mr. McGowan'’s

plain, terse, but vigorous harangue, that he sees a man in whom

he may safely repose the utmost confidence. There is something
so resolute and bold about him, the resources of his vigorous
intellect seems so abundant, that you are almost involuntarily

tempted to throw the whole issue of your cause upon him, with
next to a positive certainty of success.””
By January 1831 McGowan had returned to Scotland and the following month

Foster died. These events undoubtedly contributed to the collapse of the Grand

General Union early in 1831.°>* In June 1832 The Poor Man’s Advocate reported

that the union, ‘which Mr. McGowan had mainly contributed to mature, has

since, from distrust or weariness sunk into comparative insignificance’.”’

Soon after his return to Glasgow McGowan became active with several
other cotton operatives in the campaign for shorter working hours in factories.
He was particularly prominent in this agitation between 1831 and 1833; for
example, he spoke at or chaired meetings of the city’s factory reformers.”® He

was also involved in the campaign for the Reform Bill in 1832. This will be

discussed in a later chapter.

McGowan, however, did not lose interest in events in England. In the
summer of 1832 he launched an appeal to the cotton spinners in and around
Glasgow for money for the defence fund of John Doherty, who was about to
be prosecuted for libel in London because of an article which appeared in his
Poor Man’s Advocate.”’ In January the previous year McGowan was one of the
principal speakers at a meeting of cotton workers in Glasgow held to raise

funds for striking cotton spinners in Ashton, Stalybridge and Mosley.”® In his

speech that evening McGowan stated that a general union of all trades was
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necessary in order to prevent employers from imposing wage reductions on

their workers:

without an effective union, no good could be done. We had all
along been looking on the struggles of one another as idle

spectators. Why - why is it so? Many trades from inadequate
means were obliged to yield, which could have been supported
by a general union.

McGowan then argued that if employers were successful in reducing wages in

one branch of industry employers in other sectors would eventually do the

same; therefore it was essential that workers under attack should be

supported.”” The following May the Glasgow workers’ Herald to the Trades’

Advocate called for a general union of trades in the west of Scotland, but the
proposal was not acted upon, perhaps because the city’s Trades Committee
was then deeply involved in the Reform Bill campaign. The idea revived in April
1834 as a result of the sentences imposed on the Dorchester Labourers, but
although the Glasgow Trades favoured the plan they believed that workers in
Scotland needed to be better organised before any attempts at general

unionism were made. Fraser has highlighted the role of the Owenite Alexander

Campbell in the demands in Glasgow for general unions during this period.®° It

is evident, however, that McGowan was prominent in calls for their
establishment, and at an earlier time.

The leading role which Patrick McGowan played in the campaign for factory
reform led to his dismissal from the Springfield Mill in September 1832,
although he soon found employment in the office of the Liberator, the
newspaper for the Glasgow working classes.®’ In November 1832 McGowan

acted on behalf of the spinners in Houldsworth’s Mill in Anderston in

negotiations held to resolve a strike there.®* Curiously, after 1833, when he
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gave his evidence to the Factory Commission, McGowan disappeared from
view and did not feature in reports of working class meetings in the city.* By
1837, however, he was again spinning and during the strike of that year he was
initially one of the guards, or pickets, at the Oakbank Mills, the scene of much
intimidation of strike-breakers.®* In May McGowan was sent to Lancashire to

raise money for the Spinners Association. He was, no doubt, chosen for this

mission because of his activities in the area in 1830. In November 1837 one
Union member told the authorities that McGowan had returned to Glasgow,
but that he did not know how McGowan was employed.®®> Unfortunately, no
evidence has been found concerning McGowan'’s activities after 1837.

McGowan was a well-informed activist. For example, in its report of a

general meeting of the Glasgow cotton spinners in August 1832, the Scots

Times stated:

Mr. Patrick McGowan, in proposing the first resolution, entered
into a clear and minute detail of the evils of the Factory system,
both in relation to its effects on the moral and physical condition
of those who were dependent upon it for their subsistence, and
refuted at length the free trade opinions of McCulloch and
others, from various parliamentary documents copies of which he

held in his hands....

The paper added that his speech was ‘replete with sound sense and true

philanthropy’.® In his evidence to the Factory Commission in June the following

year he demonstrated his knowledge of the British cotton industry since 1803

and also provided information on the cotton industries of France and America.

This impressed James Stuart, the factory commissioner who interviewed

McGowan; he informed the members of the Central Board of Factory

Commissioners that they would ‘find Patrick McGowan’s evidence not
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uninteresting, and certainly of some importance, so far as respects the rates or

wages paid at factories in the United States’.®”

It is also clear that McGowan was a well-respected figure. At a crowded
meeting in Glasgow in February 1833 on factory reform it was reported that he

‘was called to the chair amid great applause’.®® The previous May the Glasgow
working class newspaper the Trades’ Advocate stated that McGowan

has been many years an active, persevering, and deservedly
esteemed member and conductor of the cotton-spinners’

association. By his brother operatives he has been frequently
engaged in missions of great importance, wherein his eloquence
and perseverance have proved eminently successful.®’

The following month John Doherty’s Poor Man’s Advocate said of the Glasgow
spinners, that ‘to Mr. McGowan'’s exertions, we believe, more than those of any

other man, are they indebted for the advantages which their excellent union
affords them’.””

McGowan does not appear to have been involved in the affairs of the
Catholic community in Glasgow or in campaigns concerning Catholic or Irish
issues. His public activities, as far as can be judged from the sources, were

concerned solely with the interests of the working classes. McGowan was one

of the leading Labour activists and trade unionists in Glasgow in the 1830s.
Furthermore, his work with John Doherty in Lancashire in 1830 makes him also

an important figure in the development of the British working class movement

during the first half of the nineteenth century.

In his study of the growth and development of Scottish trade unionism up to

1838 Hamish Fraser argued that ‘the spinners were an outsider group, slightly

apart, because of the level of their earnings, from the rest of the working class.
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They were...”an aristocracy of labour”...the spinners were not a particularly well-
loved group’. The evidence which he used to support these arguments came

from the strike of 1837 and its aftermath:

While the arrest and trial of the spinners undoubtedly caused

much indignation, there was not that upswell of protest such as
the case of the Dorchester Labourers produced in England. There
was nothing comparable to the general strike of Oldham in 1834
after police raided a cotton spinners’ union. Although the
spinners had given financial aid to many other groups in the past,
they themselves had difficulty raising money. They had to look to
fellow spinners in Lancashire rather than to unions of other

craftsmen. It was five weeks after the arrest of the spinners that
the Glasgow Trades Delegates issued an appeal on their behalf.

There was only one mass meeting to rally support during the
strike and that was addressed by Dr. Taylor, not by any working

men....”"

Now that it has been demonstrated that there was a large lrish presence in both
the leadership and membership of the Cotton Spinners’ Association, some may
argue that the lack of sympathy and financial support from other groups of
workers could perhaps have been a consequence of the ethnic composition of
the Spinners’ Union; after all, as the introduction to this thesis has shown, some
historians have argued that the Irish in Scotland were a despised and isolated

group. The purpose of this section is to examine the relationship between the

cotton spinners and the other trades in the city to determine the validity of
Fraser’s assessment of the position of the cotton spinners in Glasgow.

The response of Glasgow workers to the spinners’ strike of 1837 will be
examined first. There are several reasons why the Spinners’ Union failed to gain
overwhelming support for their struggle and it would appear that these had

little to do with whether or not the spinners were ‘a particularly wellloved
group’. The spinners went on strike at a time when the west of Scotland was

suffering from a slump in trade.”* Archibald Alison, the Sheriff of Lanarkshire
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who led the police when they arrested the Spinners’ Committee, recalled that
‘April 1837 was a period of unexampled suffering and distress’.”®> Even before
the Spinners’ Union called out its members there were, according to the
Glasgow Courier, nearly 3000 unemployed handloom weavers in Glasgow and
its vicinity. The paper also reported that the city’s powerloom factories had
reduced output with the result that some workers were made unemployed and
others had their hours of work reduced.”* This downturn in the economy

continued throughout the summer. For example, the secretary of the

Committee established in Glasgow in May to administer relief to distressed

workers, either by providing work or food, estimated that around one half of

the 8000 or so weavers in and around Glasgow were assisted by the
Committee.”” In June the Courier reported that the number of workers given
Relief in Paisley was continuing to increase and presently numbered around
2,100. But, as the paper explained, this figure greatly under-represented those
out of work, as only one person from each family was allowed assistance from
the Relief Fund, ‘and several other restrictions are imposed for keeping the
numbers down’.”® Therefore, given this grim economic situation which affected
workers, especially cotton workérs, in the west of Scotland, it is not surprising
that the Spinners’ Union found it difficult to raise funds during its strike.””

Other work groups in and around the city, such as the masons, bricklayers
and quarrymen had been involved in strike action not long before the spinners
began their struggle in April 1837. Moreover, during the spinners’ stoppage
industrial disputes raged throughout the coal and iron districts of the west of

Scotland, the Glasgow sawyers were out, and there was a major iron-moulders

strike at a works in the city.”® It is unlikely that workers who had recently ended
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strikes or who were currently engaged in industrial action would have had
spare funds to donate to the spinners during their conflict with their employers.

It would also appear that sections of the working classes in Glasgow were
hostile to the spinners’ strike because it added to the distress which already
existed in the city. As Fraser noted, the strike had serious repercussions for
textile workers such as weavers and those in the finishing trades, and the result
was that the numbers of unemployed and underemployed increased.”
Furthermore, the spinners’ action meant that the other occupational groups in
the cotton spinning mills, such as piecers, carders and reelers were unable to
work. Sheriff Alison informed a parliamentary committee that:

Every cotton-spinner threw out of employment from six to ten
other persons, for whom there was not a shadow of relief of any
kind, and those persons were kept for four months in a state of
perfect idleness wandering about the streets,...and their indigence

was indescribable.

He also claimed that ‘the feeling of horror excited in the community by this

dreadful addition to public suffering was indescribable’.*’

The number of violent incidents during the spinners’ dispute, such as the

intimidation of and attacks on strike breakers, the threats to employers, and the

acts of arson,®’ also seem to have alienated many of the city’s workers. James
Burn, who was active in working class radicalism in Glasgow during the 1830s
and who will be discussed in a subsequent chapter (he was of Irish birth)

recalled that the strike

was conducted upon a very reprehensible principle. Intimidation
was practised, and several persons were said to have been
injured, and the consequence was that the people who were out
on strike lost much of the public sympathy which their condition
would otherwise have commanded....t?
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Indeed the violence associated with the spinners’ strike was probably the
principal reason why the Glasgow Trades Delegates did not immediately make
an appeal on behalf of the arrested spinners. Andrew Gemmill, the Union’s
solicitor, told the 1838 Select Committee on Combinations that once he was
satisfied that the committee members were innocent and when he was made
aware that they and their union had no funds, he suggested to the Glasgow
Trades Committee that it launch an appeal on behalf of the arrested men.

Gemmill also informed the Trades Committee that he believed that the

government was contemplating measures against trade unions and therefore
the case of the cotton spinners was ‘in some measure, the case of all working
men’.’? On 29 August, thirty one days after the Spinners’ Committee was
arrested, the Glasgow Trades Committee, which had perhaps at first been
convinced of the spinners’ guilt, given the violence associated with the strike,

resolved to investigate the conduct of the cotton spinners before and during
the strike.’* One week later the Committee reviewed the evidence it had

collected and passed a motion stating that it was

perfectly satisfied of the open and honourable conduct of the
cotton-spinners, and that they deserve the sympathy and support
of all the working classes while suffering under their present

unmerited prosecutions; that an address to that effect be
immediately circulated, to disabuse the public mind from the

prejudice  which has existed against them by the
misrepresentation of a hireling press....

Four delegates were appointed to prepare the address, which was circulated
around Glasgow several days later, This appeal for contributions to the
spinners’ legal fund also stated that the authorities had acted against the
spinners ‘for the purpose of destroying all trades’ unions’.’> This fear that the

spinners’ trial was to be a prelude to a general attack on trade unionism, along
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with the findings of the Glasgow Trades Committee that the arrested spinners
were innocent, resulted in various protest meetings in Glasgow, Paisley and
elsewhere in the country. Funds were raised and twenty thousand signatures

were collected in Glasgow for a petition to parliament which supported the

spinners. After the trial the agitation continued and was eventually taken up by

the Chartist Movement.®°
It would appear, therefore, that the Glasgow spinners were unable to win

much support for their strike and for the arrested committee members during
their first few weeks of imprisonment not because they were an outsider group,

which was not ‘particularly wellloved’. Workers suffering as a result of the trade
recession did not have spare funds to give the spinners nor had those groups
who were or had recently been on strike. The spinners’ strike was unpopular
among some because it added to the economic misery of the city. The
incidents of violence during the dispute appalled many. Yet despite all this the

Spinners’ Union did receive some financial assistance from several trades in the

west of Scotland.®’
Furthermore, when the activities of the spinners prior to the 1837 strike are

examined it becomes impossible to accept the argument that they were an

‘outside group’: the Spinners’ Union was represented on the Glasgow Trades
Committees of the 1820s and 1830s;°°® and, as subsequent chapters will
demonstrate, groups of spinners were involved in the radical societies of the
1816-20 period and their union participated with other trades in the city in the
campaign for the Reform Bill and in subsequent political agitations, including

Chartism. The spinners were at the forefront of the Glasgow campaign for

factory reform, which aimed to improve the conditions and reduce the hours of
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work not solely for cotton spinners but for all workers in all factories.t? The

Spinners’ Union gave financial assistance to other trades” and received aid
during its own struggles, as occurred, for example, during the Glasgow lock-out

of 1824-25.”' The Union also appears to have been the principal backer of the
Liberator, the newspaper for the Glasgow working classes founded in

November 1832.%% From then until the strike of 1837 the Spinners’ Association

contributed £978 to the paper.”” The Union had also helped to establish and
finance the Liberator’s predecessor, the Trades Advocate.”® It is evident,

therefore, that the spinners cannot be regarded as an outsider group. Individual

spinners and the Spinners’ Union, which throughout the first four decades of
the nineteenth century had a large Irish presence in its membership and
leadership, were an integral part of the Labour Movement in the west of

Scotland from the mid-1810s to the late 1830s.

1V

As was shown in the introduction to this thesis, several historians have

highlighted the role of lrish immigrants as strike-breakers. Almost all the

examples which they give relate to the mining industries. This is not surprising,
since from the mid-1820s immigrant labour was frequently used by employers
during disputes with their workers. For example, during a stoppage by the
colliers at his pits at Faskine near Airdrie in October 1825 William Dixon
brought in new workers, some of whom were Irish.” The following April,

workers at Colin Dunlop’s Clyde Iron Works went on strike to oppose wage
reductions. Dunlop dismissed them and employed new men, many of whom
were Irish.”® By the 1840s Irish workers constituted a large proportion of the

labour force in the Lanarkshire mines. Most had entered the pits during recent
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industrial disputes. Robert Lumsden, oversman at the Dundyvan Works,

informed the Mining Commissioner in 1844 that:

Every year there is an accumulation of new hands as colliers,

caused by strikes; these hands, in the course of six weeks, will
become colliers, i.e. able to put out the ‘darg’; they are mostly

Irish labourers. | believe that since 1837, the first large strike, at
least 4,000 men have come in and stuck to the trade....”’

The Commissioner reported that some had estimated that these new workers

formed between a fifth and a quarter of the total number of colliers and miners

in Lanarkshire.”® In the Coatbridge district, one of the two major coal and iron

mining districts in the county (the other was around Airdrie), Irish workers

formed almost one-half of the total collier and miner workforce: a decade
earlier they had constituted just over thirteen per cent of the total.”
The introduction of Irish workers into the pits during strikes often resulted in

acts of violence against them by the local colliers. In September 1827 the

houses of almost every one of the Irish workers residing in the village of Faskine

were attacked by a large mob. All the windows were broken as the workers,

their families and lodgers remained locked inside in a state of terror.'® The

houses of two native colliers were also attacked as these men were ‘friendly to
the Irishmen’.'®" According to Daniel Johnston, overseer and manager of the
coalworks, the Irish colliers had ‘been occasionally molested’ since 1825 when,
as strike-breakers, they first entered the pits, the reason being that the Scottish
colliers wished ‘to compel the Irishmen to leave the works altogether
conceiving that thereby they would be enabled to raise their wages’.'® It would

appear, however, from the declarations made by three of those whose houses
were attacked, that the abuse they were subjected to was more frequent than

occasional. One of them, George Laird, stated that the ‘Irish colliers working
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there...have experienced a good deal of molestation and threatenings of
personal violence from the Scotch colliers’.'® For example, William Hannigan,
one of the victims of the mob in September 1827, had previously been

assaulted ‘for no reason that could be conceived except that he, being an

Irishman, dared to remain in Mr. Dixon’s employment’.'%

The ringleaders of the Faskine mob absconded and were outlawed and the

Irish workers remained.'® Just over a year later, however, the native population

succeeded in driving the lrish colliers from the village and the pit at Faskine. On

Monday 11 November a large mob attacked the house of Thomas Murphy and

that of the unfortunate William Hannigan. The windows, doors, household
goods and parts of the roofs were broken during the riot and the men’s lives
were threatened.'® As before, the aim of the attack was to expel the lIrish
workers.'”” Hannigan stated that as the mob approached his house he heard

someone shout ‘let us take out the Buggar Hannigan and tear the puddings out

of him that he may be an example for every Irish Buggar living’.'™ Hannigan
and Murphy fled their houses but did not immediately leave the area.
According to Hannigan he and ‘the other Irishmen remained about the works
for a few days, but during night they slept in concealed places and afterwards
were obliged to flee the place having received repeated warnings that their

lives were in danger.'” Both he and Murphy soon found employment at

Dixon’s other works at Govan.''°

Three years later at Cuilhill Colliery near Coatbridge a dozen Irish drawers at

the pit were used to replace the Scottish colliers who had went on strike.'"
After they finished a shift on 24 October 1831 the new men went to a house

for a drink. On leaving the house they were attacked by a number of the
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combined colliers. The following night the men on strike stoned the houses of
some of the Irish workers, calling out that they would ‘put the Irish B-rs from
ever working another shift after that night’. Joseph McKelvy, one of the lodgers

in the house of James Courtney, stated that stones continued to be thrown
‘until they demolished every article of furniture in the house’. Courtney was

badly injured in the attack and he and other Irish strike-breakers did not resume

work until after several days had passed. The ringleaders of the mob

absconded.''?

Violence also occurred as a consequence of the various strikes in the

Lanarkshire coalfield during the late 1830s and 1840s. In April 1837 two

hundred miners at Baird’s works at Gartsherrie stopped work. Irish labourers
who were working in the pits as roadsmen filled their places. The company was
‘obliged to protect them day and night" as the dismissed men ‘were very

savage”.''> In 1844 Robert Brown, factor to the Duke of Hamilton, stated of the

new men introduced during the strikes of the previous few years that: ‘There is

sometimes a struggle before they are allowed by the other men to pursue their

work quietly; but, in the end, law gains the day, and the new hands become

permanently engrafted on the trade”.'™

It would be wrong to conclude that those Irish workers who were employed
to break strikes were always the victims of violence: there is evidence that

some of these workers fought back. For example, in Coatbridge in 1840 there

: . . . 115
was a running battle between the new Irish colliers and the old colliers.”™” In

the same town two years later the police were withdrawn at the end of the
miners’ strike, as the funds which had been voted for their maintenance had run

out. The following evening, Saturday 8 October,
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a great number of drunken and infuriate colliers and miners
assembled in this quarter, and having quarrelled among
themselves and split into two factions, distinguished as Scotch
and lrish, they first fought with each other for possession of the

bridge, and in the general confusion which ensued, assaulting

every respectable-looking person who came in their way. The riot
continued for several hours, during which the town was
completely in the hands of the mob.

The Glasgow Chronicle reported that on the following Monday evening twenty
Glasgow policemen were sent to the town and that peace was restored.''°

After examining both the evidence of strike-breaking by lrish workers in the

Lanarkshire mining districts and the violent disputes between the Catholic and
Protestant Irish immigrant miners in the county, Alan Campbell, the historian of
the Lanarkshire miners, concluded, not surprisingly, that ‘the coming of the Irish
created a number of impediments to the solidarity of the mining communities
which made trade union organisation more difficult’.'’” He demonstrated that,
once part of the labour force, Irish miners were seemingly reluctant to join their
district unions; for example, there was an underpresentation of Irish miners
among trade union activists in the Coatbridge area. Campbell offered several
possible explanations for this lack of unionisation among the immigrant colliers
and miners: the lrish probably did not have any prior experience of trade

unionism and therefore had not the same cultural traditions as the native

Scottish miner - the ‘independent collier’ - who regarded himself as a skilled
worker and who wished to control the work process and regulate entry to the
trade, preferably to members of his own family; the Catholic Church might have
been hostile to trade unions and discouraged its adherents from joining them,
as occurred in the north of England; and the segregation of Irish workers in the
mining districts, itself a legacy of their introduction to these areas as strike-

breakers, ‘may well have prevented their integration into the union’.!'® It might
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also have been that lrish workers were unwilling to join unions whose members

had attacked or intimidated them when they first became employed as miners
or colliers. Furthermore, the Irish workers ‘appear to have been more mobile

than the Scots’. The Roman Catholic priest at Airdrie told the Children’s

Employment Commission in 1842 that:

Young single men come from Ireland to work here and consider
themselves quite disconnected with the general population of the
place, intending often to return to Ireland with a little money to
pay their rent.

Seven years later the Mining Commissioner for Lanarkshire reported that ‘the
Irish are a comparatively fluctuating body’.'"” Michael Condon, the priest in
charge of St. Mary’s in Hamilton from 1850-59, had a large number of Irish
miners among his congregation. These were employed not only in Hamilton but
in several other civil parishes in the middle ward of the county. In 1857 Condon
noted that his ‘mining population, like the herring - shoals, is ever on the move,
after better pay’.'*° Campbell concluded that:
The evidence of high rates of mobility among the lrish permits

some speculation as to the motivations of the transients while

they were in the district. Men who were working in the mines
only to raise money to pay rent in Ireland or emigrate to America

could scarcely have been attracted to the union by a policy of
output restriction.'?’

Miners were paid according to the amount of coal they produced. Their unions
believed that a successful policy of output restriction would create a shortage
of coal which would result, eventually, in an increase in coal prices and also in
miners’ wages. They were also convinced that output restriction should be used

to prevent coal prices and thus wage levels from falling. For the policy to work
all miners had to agree to produce a certain amount of coal and for most this

would mean a reduction in their output. In the short term this would also result
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in a reduction in their wages.122 This was something which Irish workers, who
appear to have intended their stay in the mines to be as brief as possible, did

not want. They aimed to produce as much as they could in order to maximise

their earnings.

Campbell, however, revealed that one of the leading trade union activists

among the miners throughout the 1840s was an Irishman named William

Cloughlan, who was the secretary of the Holytown Miners’ Union. He edited
The Colliers’ and Miners’ Journal, which had a wide circulation in the county
during its brief existence in 1841. He was also the principal promoter in
Scotland of the Miners’ Association of Great Britain and it was due largely to his
efforts that miners in the districts of Airdrie, Coatbridge and Holytown became
involved in the organisation. By mid-1845, however, the Scottish miners had

abandoned the Association as had Cloughlan, who then became prominent in

the National Association of United Trades for the Protection of Labour. He also
lectured, published pamphlets on union policies and strategies and aided

miners in districts throughout Scotland, for example during strikes. Cloughlan

emigrated to America in 1848.'%> Campbell described him as ‘one of the most
articulate of the Lanarkshire miners’ leaders of the 1840s".'** Gordon Wilson
went further. He concluded that Cloughlan was, ‘the most consistent, influential
and wellknown union leader among the miners’ of Scotland during that
decade. Indeed, Wilson ranked Cloughlan as one of the ‘three most
distinguished’ miners’ leaders in nineteenth century Scotland: the other two he

named were Alexander McDonald and Keir Hardie.'*
Although there is little evidence of lIrish involvement in miners’ unions in

Lanarkshire in this period there are, as Campbell acknowledged, statements
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from contemporary observers which insist that Irish workers were involved in

industrial action. In 1834 Alexander Christie, manager of Dixon’s Iron Works at
Calder told the Inquiry into the Irish Poor in Great Britain that his

Irish labourers require more looking after. If anything like a
combination gets a footing they seem more forward and active in
taking a lead than the Scotch.

Nine years later an engineer at the same works stated that during strikes ‘the
uneducated Irish collier is generally the worst’. In 1853 ‘a traveller
underground’ wrote that, ‘The reason that the Union is so strong in some parts
of Scotland, as in Lanarkshire, is because in the latter place the pitmen are one-
third Irish, and the others are the worst of the Scotch’.'?® In his account of his

period in charge of St. Mary’s in Hamilton Michael Condon recalled that during

the Scottish miners’ strike of 1856,

the colliers and miners of my mission had refused to work, unless
their employers increased their wage. Sooner than give in, they
preferred, many of them, to live on a meal or two of porrige daily.
You might meet their famished faces, here, there and
everywhere, collecting subscriptions or asking for a morsel of

bread.'?’

Such evidence led Campbell to conclude that a ‘clear distinction’ needed to be

‘maintained between the participation of the “turbulent Irish” in a strike or riot,

and their involvement in organising stable and enduring unions’.'®

There is, however, no direct evidence of Irish involvement in the strikes
which occurred in the Lanarkshire mining areas between 1837 and 1848.
Newspaper reports of the disputes tend only to state which districts or works
were involved and give no indication of the ethnic composition of the
workforce on strike. It is probable, however, that some of the Irish workers who

were already part of the mining workforce at the time of industrial disputes

became involved in them. For example, in 1834, 79 of the 269 colliers at
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Dixon’s Govan colliery were lIrish. Three years later there was an eight week
strike at the works against wage reductions.'*’ During the widespread miners’
strikes of 1837 Irish workers were used as blackleg labour, for instance at the

Clyde Iron Works and at Baird’s Works at Gartsherrie. Five years later both

works were affected by the miners’ strike.’>® In 1843, 1844 and 1847, major

stoppages again occurred in the mining areas of Lanarkshire. In all of these

disputes the Coatbridge district, which it will be recalled had a large Irish mining

population, ‘figured prominently’.'?' Of course, there are no means of

establishing whether some or all of the Irish workers introduced into the mines
as strike-breakers during a major dispute were still present in the same works or
districts at the time of the next stoppage. Even if they were it is impossible to
determine whether they participated in the strike action. But, given the
evidence of contemporary observers as well as that of the major disputes, it is

likely that whereas most Irish miners in Lanarkshire during the 1830s and 1840s

\

were unwilling or unable to join their local unions some did participate in
industrial action at their individual places of work when wage-rates or

conditions came under threat.!3?

The discussion thus far has centred on Lanarkshire. Irish colliers were also
present in Ayrshire at this time, although very little is known either about them
or the Scottish colliers working there. There is also a paucity of secondary work
on trade unionism and industrial action in the county. A study of the Ayrshire
colliers similar to Campbell’s work on Lanarkshire is badly needed.

There is evidence that Irish workers were used as blacklegs during colliers’

disputes in Ayrshire in the mid-1820s. In December 1824 members of the

Ayrshire Colliers Association went on strike at the Ayr collieries of George
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Taylor. He brought in new workers, mainly Irish labourers, to fill their places and
by mid-February 1825 most of the strikers were back at work, having
renounced the union.””” In early 1841 an Ayr doctor stated that, ‘During a

strike a few years ago, the coal-master sent a number of Irish labourers down

into the pits, and since that time a considerable portion of the colliers have
been Irishmen’.'** If this was indeed the case then it is probable that many of

those Ayrshire miners who participated in the major strike of 1842 were from

Ireland.'?>

There is in fact evidence which shows the involvement of Irish colliers in that

dispute. The colliers and labourers at the works of John Taylor Gordon in the

parish of St. Quivox struck work in the autumn.® Most were from
Connaught.'®’” Strike-breakers were introduced and almost immediately the
houses in which they were placed ‘were visited by a mob of about two
hundred persons, armed with firearms, pickshafts, iron pins, bludgeons and
other lethal weapons, and several of them with their faces blackened, and

disguised dresses’. Members of the mob broke into the house where the new

men resided, ‘and assaulted them with pickshafts, iron pins, bludgeons and

stones in a most violent and brutal manner’. One of the strike-breakers fled

from the house but was seized and shot, as well as being beaten while lying on
the ground. He died of his injuries two days later.”® At the end of December
four of the workers who had been on strike were tried at the High Court in
Edinburgh charged with mobbing, rioting, intimidation and murder. The case

against one was abandoned and the rest were found not proven of the murder
charge against them, although they were convicted of mobbing, rioting and

assault. The three were sentenced to ten years’ transportation.'”” The following
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June Michael McMorrow or Murray and Daniel McAulay, two of the Irish

'Y were also tried at the High Court in connection with

strikers at Gordon'’s pit,
the events of November 1842. The charge against them of murder was

dropped and they pleaded guilty to the charges of mobbing and assault. They

too were sentenced to transportation for ten years.'*’
Of the ten strike-breakers attacked that November evening in Ayrshire two,

Hugh Boyle and the murder victim John Dawson, were lrish.'** Four of the

remaining blacklegs - Barnard Boyle, Charles Donnelly, James Divine and

Michael Brady - had names which suggest they were of Irish birth or descent.'*

It was noted in a previous section that there is evidence of Irish workers being
used as blacklegs during strikes of the Glasgow Cotton Spinners Union, which
had a large Irish membership. Clearly a distinction has to be made between the
behaviour of Irish workers who were already part of a labour force and those
who were brought over from Ireland by employers to break strikes or who
were already in the west of Scotland but wanted employment, for whatever

reason, in a work at which strike action was taking place.'** That most of the

striking miners at Gordon’s work in St. Quivox were Irishmen from Connaught
suggests that they might have initially been brought over to work in the Ayrshire
mine as low-wage labour or as strike-breakers. But, and this argument has
already been advanced for some of the Irish colliers and miners in Lanarkshire,
once established in the workforce they were just as willing as Scottish workers

to act to protect their wages or conditions.

\'

Many of the first Irish immigrants in the west of Scotland in the 1790s found

employment as handloom weavers and throughout the following four decades
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many more took to the loom.'* A large number of these new arrivals had been
linen weavers in the north-eastern counties of Ireland who, as a result of severe
difficulties in their native industry, had emigrated to work in cotton.'*® Others
learned the trade once settled in Scotland. The Glasgow cotton manufacturer

Hugh Cogan stated in 1834 that:

The Irish send over for their relations, or acquaintances, or town’s
people, and take them in as lodgers, and train them to weaving,
which is now so easily acquired, that a person of ordinary
acuteness can do common work in a very short time.

According to Cogan this was one of the reasons why ‘the absolute number of
Irish handloom weavers, and still more their proportion to the Scotch, is
constantly on the increase’; another was that by this time many Scottish
weavers were not bringing their children up to work at the loom as they
realised that the occupation would never regain the level of wages once
earned, because of the number of workers employed in the trade and as a
result of the powerloom becoming more widely used.'*’

By the 1830s Irish and second (and possibly third) generation Irish workers
formed a significant part of the weaving labour force. Norman Murray has
suggested that ‘by 1838 some thirty per cent of Scottish handloom weavers
were born in Ireland. If second generation Irish are included the proportion
would undoubtedly be higher’.'*® As most immigrants during this period settled
in the west of Scotland, it is not surprising that in several of the weaving centres
in the region estimates of the proportion of Irish websters are higher. For
example, Glasgow was the major centre of low grade plain cotton work and

‘this was the sector of the trade to which the immigrant Irish were above all
attracted’.’*® During the trade recession of 1837 2,844 distressed weavers were
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