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In the summer of 1907 the workers of Belfast
fought a hard battle for the basic right to
belong to a trade union.

The Belfast dockerʼs and carterʼs strike of
1907 lasted for just over four months, from
early May to September. At its height more
than 50,000 people were affected as the
2,500 workers and the thousands who
supported them both Protestant and

Catholic, battled together against the might
of the Belfast bosses. The strike was the first
serious attempt to organise the unskilled and
low paid workers in Belfast port. The level of
solidarity and militancy shown by the workers
during the strike shocked and frightened the
city authorities and put such a strain on their
resources that the police in the city mutinied
and the mutiny threatened to spread
throughout the whole of Ireland.

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast
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Labour leaders address the Belfast crowd: Michael McKeown, Alex Boyd, Jim Larkin, Jim Murray andJames Oʼconnor Keesok Speaking
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LARKIN
The strike was the first major industrial battle
in Ireland to have been led by the legendary
labour leader James Larkin. The
disillusionment which Larkin felt in the
leadership of the British based National
Union of Dock Labourers during the 1907
strike was to be an important factor in his
subsequent work, along with James
Connolly, in the building of a separate Irish
based trades union movement in Ireland.

James Larkin was born in Liverpool of Irish
parentage. He first arrived in Ireland in
January of 1907 as the Belfast organiser for
the National Union of Dock labourers. In
Belfast he found that the level of wages and
the working and living conditions of low paid
workers were much worse than those of
similar workers in comparable cities in
England. Larkin immediately set about
organising the dock labourers, carters and
coal fillers in Belfast docks and within a short
time he had achieved remarkable success
among workers who had hitherto proven
difficult to unionise.
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SKIRMISHES
A series of skirmishes occurred early in 1907
as a prelude to the colossal battle that was
to come.

In mid-April workers in the Sirrocco Works,
went on strike over conditions in the factory.
Through threats, intimidation and the use of
scab labour, the management soon forced
them back to work.

A week later, on April 26th at John Kellyʼs
coal yards on Queens Quay, a number of
men were dismissed for joining Larkin's
union. Again scabs were brought in but Kelly
was forced to settle on the workers term,
recognising Larkin's union and granting an
all-round increase in wages.

BOSSES ORGANISE
Behind the scenes however the bosses were
preparing for a major offensive against Larkin
and the dockers union. Late in April one of
the major shipping companies in the docks,
the Belfast Steamship Company, made
contact with the Shipping Federation in
Britain, an organisation which shipping
bosses used to break strikes, mainly through
the use of scab workers.

Early in May The Shipping Federation sent
one of their organisers over to Belfast to help
in the planned offensive against the Belfast
dock workers. The bosses wasted no time.

On Monday May 6th, a number of dock
labourers employed by the Belfast
Steamship Company who were members of
Larkin's union, refused to work with two non-
union men. Larkin however instructed the

men to return to work. It was a minor incident.
But for the company bosses it was just the
opportunity they had been waiting for to
challenge Larkin and smash the dockers
union before it was strong enough to
withstand an attack.

When the men returned to work on Larkin's
instructions they found that they were locked
out and that their jobs had been taken by
scabs imported from Liverpool. Over the next
couple of days the situation in the docks was
extremely volatile. Running battles took place
during which the union men and their
supporters threw stones and other missiles
at the scabs on the ships, making the work
of unloading ships virtually impossible.

Eventually a large force of police was
brought in. A heavy police and later military
presence on the docks was to be a feature
throughout the dispute.

Another important feature of the strike was
the holding of mass meetings of dockers and
their supporters at least daily and sometimes
twice or three times in a day in the docks
area. The meetings were addressed by
Larkin and the other strike leaders and were
used to keep the strikers and their supporters
up to date on developments, to give
encouragement and to raise morale. The
meetings played an important role in
maintaining the unity of the workers
throughout the long dispute, and in building
sympathy and support for the strikers.

MASS MEETINGS
Another important feature of the strike was
the holding of mass meetings of dockers and
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their supporters at least daily and sometimes
twice or three times in a day in the docks
area. The meetings were addressed by
Larkin and the other strike leaders and were
used to keep the strikers and their supporters
up to date on developments, to give
encouragement and to raise morale. The
meetings played an important role in
maintaining the unity of the workers
throughout the long dispute, and in building
sympathy and support for the strikers.

SUPPORT
Support was not slow in coming. Early in
June, the Belfast Labour and Trades Council
passed a motion of support for the strike. The
National Union of Dock Labourers in Britain
gave full official backing. But most impressive
was the depth of support which was evident
among the mass of rank and file workers in
Belfast and which manifested itself in many
different ways, from giving donations and
subscriptions to the strike fund to taking
direct action against scabs.

There was much involvement by women
workers in the activities in support of the
locked out men. On May 15th a party of mill
girls arrived at the Customs House to attend
the daily meeting. The following evening a
group of women workers from Gallaherʼs
Tobacco factory, who earlier in the day had
been locked out for singing and shouting,
marched to the rally in Corporation Square.
The women textile workers organised a door
to door canvas and collection for the strike
fund. And women were out on the streets in
the thick of activity in support of the strikers.

STALEMATE
As the month of May drew to a close the
situation had become an uneasy stalemate.
The bosses refused to negotiate with the
union. Daily mass meetings and heavy police
presence continued at the docks.

Early June saw a major escalation of the
dispute. The union, in an attempt to get out of
the defensive position into which it had been
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forced by the lockout, launched an offensive.
On the 11th June they circulated all the coal
merchants on Queensʼs quay demanding a
wage rise for the coal fillers. Four companies
agreed to the demand but the rest refused.
As a result on 16th June work stopped in all
the Queens Quay coal yards, except for the
four who had agreed to the wage rise.

Notice was then served by the union on all
cross channel firms demanding an increase
in pay for dockers. Six companies agreed to
discuss the demands, thereby recognising
the union, but three refused, so the dispute
spread to these three firms as well.

The response of the bosses was to import
more scabs to take the place of the striking
workers and to form themselves into an
Employers Protection Association. The city
authorities put more police into the docks and
moved soldiers into the city.

CARTERS CALLED OUT
The union leaders were undeterred. They
formed a Joint Strike Committee and took a
decision which was to prove of major
significance and which would make the direct
effect of the strike be seen throughout the
whole of the city. They called on the support
of the carters. The carters carried goods to
and from factories and work places all over
the city to the docks so the effect of the strike
was immediately felt all over the city.

On 7th June, all carters who were employed
by firms bringing supplies to or from any of
the companies involved in the dispute were
called out on strike. Demands for an increase
in wages and for working hours to be
reduced to 60 hours per week for carters
were put forward. The Master Carriers
agreed to discuss the demands but when no
agreement could be reached they threatened
a general lockout of carters. The response of
the Strike Committee to this threat was to
announce a general strike of carters in the city.

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast
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“NO CARTERS WHEEL WILL TURN”
On the night of Wednesday 3rd July at an
immense meeting in Customs House
Square, Larkin announced, "The time for
cheering is passed, and the time for action
arrived - no carters wheel of any union men
will turn on the streets of Belfast tomorrow".

On Thursday 4th July, two months after the
incident which first sparked the dispute,
1,000 carters from sixty firms stopped work.
They formed themselves into groups for
picketing throughout the city. The
appearance of these pickets caused
widespread excitement on the streets. The
docks area was thronged with strikers,
supporters and spectators while around the
city large crowds stood by while the pickets
tried to stop and turn back any carts still
moving.

More scabs were brought in to replace the
striking carters, but these scabs would have
to travel through the city streets to and from
the docks and would be vulnerable to the
wrath of the strike supporters. The fact that
they were strangers meant that they spent
much of their time lost or following false
directions given to them by citizens of
Belfast.

Police protection for the scab carters
increased to the point where large numbers
of police were escorting each cart. With the
pickets thus being prevented from peacefully
trying to prevent scab carting, it was inevitable
that violence would result - and it did.

CARTS OVERTURNED
Carts were overturned, horses unhitched,
goods scattered over the streets and in many
instances running battles developed between
the police protecting the scabs and strike
supporters. Throughout July violence spread
to every area of the city; a crowd of shipboys
stopped two vans on the Co Down side of the
quays, the horses were unhitched, one van
was set on fire and the other pushed into
Musgrave Channel. In Garmoyle Street a
crowd of about 1,500 people rioted with
police when a van was stopped. Another
fierce battle occurred in North Fredrick Street
when another van was stopped. In Great
Georgeʼs Street a crowd of women stopped
two vans, one carrying coal and the other
flour. The vans were overturned and the
goods spirited away. In another incident a
scab drew a pistol on some pickets.
Throughout the duration of the dispute
hundreds of strikers and supporters were
brought to court and given stiff sentences.

On 11th July the coal merchants went back
on an earlier agreement they had made and
locked out all their men, thereby adding
1,000 coal workers to the 500 dockers and
1,000 carters in dispute.

BROADENING THE BASE
To help maintain support for the strike, the
union leaders decided to hold rallies in
various parts of the city, in addition to those
which were held daily at the docks. A mass
meeting was held at Tennent Street on the
Shankill Road where Larkin was given a
tumultuous reception, this despite attempts
by the unionist press to stir up sectarian
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feeling against Larkin, who was a Catholic.
At a similar rally outside Clonard Monastery
a crowd of 8,000 gave Larkin an even greater
welcome. One of the speakers on this
occasion was Lindsay Crawford, Grand
Master of the Independent Orange Order.
Successful meetings were held in other
areas of the city.

Morale was high among the strikers. The
strike was biting hard with mountains of
goods piling up on the docks and support
continuing to pour in. Money and promises of
money came from many quarters.
Importantly the Federation of Trades Unions
of Great Britain and Ireland promised to
make £48,000 available to meet the needs of
the struggle. Each striker was paid 10
shillings (50p) per week strike pay.

MOTOR VANS
On Friday 19th July in an effort to clear the
backlog of goods on the quays a number of
motor vans and steam driven traction
engines capable of pulling several wagons
loaded with goods were brought in from
England The effect was to cause even
greater indignation among the pickets and
increased excitement among the public at
large. As soon as these machines appeared
on the streets, despite a massive presence
of between 40 and 50 policemen around
each one, crowds charged at them shouting
and booing and several people tried to jump
on them and haul the scab drivers off.

The reply of the strike leaders was to spread
the picketing even further afield and so at
Dunmurry, Fortwilliam, and even Bangor

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast
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pickets appeared, stopping any goods
destined for Belfast docks.

Belfast was in turmoil. But as July drew to a
close an even bigger shock rocked the city -
the police mutinied!

POLICE MUTINY
Discontent had been growing within the RIC
for some time. They were poorly paid,
promotion was slow, and they regularly had
to work extra hours with no overtime pay. The
additional work involved during the strike
pushed endurance beyond breaking point.

Letters had appeared in the ʻIrish Newsʼ,
under pseudonyms, but obviously from
policemen, highlighting the grievances of the
police and calling for industrial action. Many
of the letters were sympathetic to the dockers
and carters on strike. One correspondent
wrote 'a Larkin is badly neededʼ for the RIC.

CONSTABLE BARRETT
The police were soon to produce their own
'Larkin' in the person of a Kerry born
Detective Constable William Barrett. Barrett
had earlier been suspended for refusing to sit
alongside a scab carter.

As discontent among the police continued to
grow, a leaflet was circulated in Belfast barracks
announcing meeting to discuss their grievances
on 24th July in Musgrave Street barracks. The
meeting was banned on orders of the Chief City
Commissioner but despite of this about 300 RIC
men turned up and were addressed by
Constable Barrett. The Vice Commissioner
arrived but he was thumped on the jaw and
knocked to the ground.

The jubilant mutineers were about to march
from the barracks to reconvene in St Maryʼs
Hall but they were persuaded by a subdued
Vice Commissioner that, rather than let the
public see their open act of mutiny, the police
present should elect five representatives to
meet him to discuss their grievances. This
was done and the policemen then dispersed
quietly having agreed to hold a further
meeting in three days.

SUPPORT FOR MUTINY
News of the police mutiny spread throughout
the whole country. Telegrams of support
poured in from RIC men in every corner of
Ireland and rumours spread that police in
many other areas were going to follow the
example of the Belfast men. The Inspector
General of the RIC Sir Neville Chamberlin
rushed from Dublin to Belfast to assess the
situation.

By the time of the planned second meeting
of police, the excitement in the city was
intense. Massive crowds of people gathered
outside Musgrave Street Barracks and the
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policemen were loudly cheered as they
arrived. People scrambled onto walls and
over rooftops to get a view of the
proceedings inside the barrack square and
when the Vice Commissioner arrived and
told the men to go back to their barracks he
was booed by both police and civilians alike.

Constable Barrett then addressed the men
and suggested that they should give the
Inspector General a further week to consider
their demands. He proposed that they hold
another meeting the following Saturday and
in the meantime return to their duties. His
suggestion was not warmly received by the
800 assembled policemen but before any
further discussion could take place,
confusion erupted as the gates of the
barracks flew open and the huge crowd

outside poured into the square cheering
wildly. Barrett was carried shoulder high from
the barracks by the crowd.

If the city authorities were alarmed at these
unprecedented scenes on the city streets,
they would have been even more alarmed
had they known that before the meeting,
police mutineers had seized the supply of
firearms in several barracks!

But with the decision to give an additional
weeks grace to the police authorities the
initiative was lost. As the police returned to
their normal duties the police authorities acted.

MILITARY BROUGHT IN
Throughout the next week large
detachments of military were moved into the

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast

9

DOCKERS MASTER:Layout 1  27/06/2017  13:50  Page 11



city and paraded openly in the streets.
Several police barracks were taken over by
the military. The Ormeau Park was made into
a temporary military encampment. The
cavalry was used to escort scab carters.

Meanwhile all over the country policemen
were put on standby to be ready to move to
Belfast.

Finally on Thursday 1st August, with still
more troops arriving in the city, the Belfast
police were informed that the petition of their
demands to the Chief Secretary had been
rejected. Barrett was dismissed and six other
constables were suspended.

About 300 of the Belfast RIC men were

transferred out of Belfast. Many of Belfast's
barracks were emptied of almost their entire
force with police from outside being moved in.

The police mutiny was broken.

MILITARY USED AGAINST
DOCKERS & CARTERS
Throughout the period of the police mutiny
the struggle of the dockers and carters had
continued. But with the police mutiny
quashed, the large numbers of military in the
city were used to break the carters and
dockers strike.

On 6th August an appeal from the leading
businessmen and merchants in the city was
sent to the Lord Lieutenant asking for sterner

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast
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military action against the strikers. Their
appeal was answered the next day when, in
a virtual military take-over of the city, squads
of soldiers were positioned on all the main
thoroughfares and junctions.

Peaceful picketing was impossible because
of the massive military presence. Inevitably
trouble flared. But increasingly the trouble
became more and more concentrated in the
Falls Road area.

An attack was made on a scab van in
Durham Street, but soldiers scattered the
crowd. On the Grosvenor Road soldiers
surrounded a crowd who had thrown timber
from a scab lorry and forced them at gun
point to load the timber back onto the lorry.

On Friday August 9th trouble again flared on
the Falls area when a crowd, mainly of
women, stopped a van in Durham Street.
Soldiers rushed into the crowd and began
hitting people with their rifles. The incident
caused considerable anger in the area and
was to feed a weekend of trouble, which
developed into massive riots on Sunday and
Monday.

On the Saturday afternoon a crowd of mill
workers attacked soldiers protecting scab
carters in Divis Street. On Sunday evening
the arrest of two men in Leeson Street
followed by an attempt to rescue them from
police led to a fierce night of rioting. Large
numbers of police followed by 2,500 soldiers
were drafted into the area including a

1907 Dockers and Carters Strike Belfast
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detachment of cavalry who charged along
Cullingtree Road with fixed bayonets. The
area was quiet throughout the next day until
the evening when the police and army
moved in again to saturation level. Within a
short period rioting erupted. This time there
was a change of tactics by the military.

At 8-30 in Peel Street, where some stone
throwing had been taking place, the Riot Act
was read out and without further warning the
military opened fire into the crowd from both
ends of the street. There was immediate
panic and when the situation cleared a
number of people were injured and two
people were dead. Those killed were Maggie
Lennon, a 23 year old mill worker and Charlie
McMullan a 28 year old iron turner. Neither
of them had been involved in rioting or stone
throwing when they were shot.

A short time later Larkin arrived in the area
and appealed for calm and by 1-00am the
situation was quiet again.

The killing shocked the city. 20,000 people
attended the funerals of the two victims and
another 10,000 lined the route. Workers
came out of the surrounding mills and
factories as the two coffins passed up the
Falls Road. The Docker's Union was
represented as was the Corporation and the
Belfast Board of Guardians. Larkin and the
other strike leaders were there, as was ex-
constable Barrett.

SELL OUT!
Even before these two deaths, the leadership
of the British labour movement was
becoming alarmed at Larkin's handling of the
situation in Belfast. They seemed to fear that
he was about to spark a revolution - or that

he had already done so! So in mid-July when
Larkin was in Liverpool because of the death
of his mother, leading officials of the National
Union of Dock Labourers came over to
Belfast and negotiated a return to work for
the coal fillers. The agreement resulted in the
men returning to work on basically the same
terms as had existed before the dispute. The
shortage of coal had been hitting employers
very badly so this action seriously weakened
the position of the dockers and carters still on
strike.

In mid-August a settlement was negotiated
between British labour representatives and
the master carriers for a return to work of the
carters.

With both the carters and the coal fillers now
back at work the situation for the locked out
dockers was very bleak. They held out until
September but then had to face up to the
defeat which had now become inevitable. On
September 4th a deputation of dockers had
to apologise to owner of the Belfast
Steamship Company for what had
happened. As the remainder of the dockers
drifted back to work over the next few weeks
they had to suffer the same humiliation.

For the workers of Belfast who suffered and
fought through the 1907 strike, it was a bitter
defeat. But the events of 1907 were an
important factor in influencing Larkin and
Connolly in their decision in later years to
form an independent Irish trades union
movement. And the militancy and solidarity
shown by the Belfast workers in 1907 was an
inspiring example to the workers throughout
the rest of Ireland when Larkin and Connolly
led them into to struggle in the turbulent
years after 1907.
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