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CHAPTER I 

IN'l'RODUCTION 

The period 1887 to 1894 saw the emergence of a ne I 

permanent nat ional dimension to the rel at ionship between 

shi po\·,11.ers ull.d ratings \' i th the es"t abli shl!ltmt of the l~ational 

Amalgamated Sailors' and Firemen ' s Union of Grea t Britain 

and Ireland ( N. A. S. F. U.) founded in 1887, and the Shipping 

Federation Limited, fir s t regi~tered in 1890 . Prior to this 

the shi powner , as employer, and the seafare r, as employee 

had undertaken their barga ining over wages and conditions of 

work, either a s individuals through t he contract of employ-· 

ment or Articles of Agreement s i gned at the beginning of a 

voyage; or less frequently, through collective associations 

such as local UJ.'1ions and shipowners' organisations. 

Combination for the seafarer was more difficult than for 

other industrial workers. In the first place, the law in the 

form of the Merchant Shipping Acts precluded any form of 

industrial action whilst the crew were under the Articles of 

Agreement, and seafarers we re explicitly excluded from the 

provisions of the 1871 Trade Union Act and the 1875 

Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act. The only ·liime, 

therefore, when a seafarer could legally take action against 

his employer was after he had been released from his contract 

of employment (Articles ) and was , therefore, unemployed. 

Even without these legal constraints the establisru~ent and . 

maintenance of trade union orgrulisation nt anything but a 

l ocal level was eAtrel~ely difficult. The long absences at 

sea, together with the high l abour turnover which charact­

erised s eafaring mi t i e;ated against cont inuity of policy a.nd 

- 1 -
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organisation. Furthermore, vlhen organisations did exist , 

the peripatetic nature of the l abour force made co:nmunic-

ation, ru1d hence lmity of action , virtually impossible. 

Thus even the loca l societies, where there was an i nherent 

community of interest, were difficult to ma intain. 

This is not to say, however , that during the Cl~th, 

shipping was without the intermittent development of trade 

unioni sm as was witnessed by other industries. This u sually 

took the f orm of locally ba sed combinations either as a 

reaction to a fall in wages or in an effort to take adv~nt­

age of the industry's good economic circwllstance s .(l) Although 

the combinations invariably retained their local impetus, 

there are examples of a more widely, often regional , feder­

ated organisation developing . The events of the early 1850's 

epitomise this tradition. In 1851 there was agitation 

against the new merchant Shipping Act linked with a demand 

for increased wages . The only existing society~ the Seamen's 

Loyal Standard Association , did not participate , but several 

new loca l organisations sprang up, particularly on the North 

East coast.(2) In the main these were local unions that 

formed branches of a loose federation tha·c may have had as 

1. See for examples Aspinall A. Earl~ En~1i sh Tra de Unions 
Batchworth Press (1949 ) p . 9-lS , 1 7-~9 , 192-211, 221- 229 
and 384-85, and Jones S. 'Community and Organisation -
Early Seamen ' s Trade Uni onism on the North Eas t Coast , 
1768-1899' IiIaritime History Vol.3 Ho .l 1973 

2. The Times Feb . 22nd, 1851 and Hodgson G. B. The Borou~9:h of 
South Shi elds , published by the author ~ewcast1e-on-Tyne 
( 196 Jr;- p . 45 and 46 . 
See also Appendix 1 
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many as 30,000 members at its heieht. ( 3 ) However, once the 

immediate issues had been resolved, these movements lost 

their cohesion, which was only regained when similar ci:ccum-

stance s recurred. There are examples of port s where the 

community was particularly close knit or there was almost 

total commit-.:.ment to onlJ type of trade where a nucleus of, 

albeit ina ctive, union organisat ion remained. This was true 

of por"lis such as Sunderland and Hull, "and perhaps to a lesser 

extent Liverpool, where unions had an unusual degree of local 

permanence, or where organisations emerged simultaneously with 

disputes suggesting the existence of dormant societies . (4) 

The employers responded to this local and often issue 

specific unionisation from the same local base but with a 

greater or lesser degree of severity according to the state 

of trade and the availability of labour~5)There was perhaps 

3. Web b S. and B. The History" of Trade Unioni sm 1666-1920 
printed by authors (1920 ), p . 405 footnote . Ii'or a similar 
a ccount see Wilson J. H. eviclence to Roya l Cormnis .. ion on 
Labour, Group B Vol .l, C6708 (1892) para . 9179 . Wilson 
believed there were 30 branches . The Rules of North Shields 
Seamens Unit ed Pr otection Society H559 cla:Gns -oW-branches 
and corre spondence with the Bri"fish J'liariners Association 
of Liverpool . 

4. Brown R. faterfront Oreanisation in Hull 1870- 1900 passim 
University of Hull occasional papers in economic and 
socia l history No.5 (1972). Tap:Lin E. Liverpoo1 Dock ers 
and Seamen 1870-1890 passi m University of liull occasional 
papers in Economic and Social History No.6 (1974) 

5. For example , during the strikes en the North East co ast 
1853 and 1854, shipo"mers opened t heir o\rm shippinn off ice s 
to supply non-union seamen . Peoples Press Oct . 22nd , 1853 
The Times Nov .17th, H~53 . See also Collection of Hand Bill" 
and :Posters in South Shields Public Li brary Vol . l 
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l ess nee d for t he shipovmers to combine even at this local 

level since they were more powerful t han t he individual oea-

man and their nineteenth centUTIJ capitali st ethos of indi v-id­

ualism and competition mi ~ ilt:ated against s1.Acb. action. 

Alternatively in some por ts, there would be one major ship-

ovmer who would act on behalf of the other em)loyers in the 

port. Often such an arrangement encouraged the continued 

existence of local unions with which the employer developed 

a special relationshiP.( 6 )\'Ihen .the shipowners did feel the 

need to act together, they often did so through an organis­

ation which already existed for other purposes such as 

insurance • . ' 

In some respects the formation of the N.A.S.F.U. and 

the Shipping Federation can be seen as a continuation of 

this traditional response to short term economic circumst­

ances. However, an analysis of the period of their inception 

and establishment, that is 1887 and 1894, does not in itself 

explain their permanen?e, national character and degree of 

united action which was unique in the experience of the 

shipping industry. If the analysis is not limited to these 

years, the problem arises as to where the line is drawn in 

attempting to provide an explanation. This dilemma has been 

6. Such as in the cases of Lambton Shipping Co., Sunderland 
and Thomas Wilson Son and Co., Hull. 
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more than adequately su.rnrned up by Profess or Walsh 

"When we begin to put down tho se a..'1t ecedents of a 
phenomenon which suffic ed to bring it about it i s 
by no me ans pl a in -",hat circwnstances should be 
included ; every factor /we add calls f or ·the addition 
of further co-operat ing f act ors , so that we are 
t hreat ened with hav i ng to say-that the cau. s es of 
an;y histo:cical event rrru.st be. all the events Vlhich 
preceded it. To produc e a Ils t of causes f or rulY 
given i1.i s vo r ical happening \-"h ich i s at once 
compl ete and limit ed is a t the lov/e st es timate 
a task of some diffi culty. II (7) 

The resolution of this problem has to be an individual , and 

to some extent, an arbitrary· one. 
In making ~~y such decision in the context of this research 

cognisance must, o·f course , be taken of the fact that t he 

establishment of the N. A. S.F.U. and the Shippi ng Federation 

VIas influenced by, and indeed was an i mportant ·part of· the 

history of the labour movement of the time, and in particular 

New Unionism. However, the · social and political events of 

that period have been well documented C?..TId the concern here 

is to examine the specific experience of the shippi ng industry. 

In this re spect it is essential to truce account of t he fact 

that the shipping industry did not undergo its own 'indust­

rial revolution' until the second half of the nineteenth 

century, furthermore the economic climate i n which it operated 

was often dissimilar. to other industries. The formation of 
I 

the N.A.S.F.U. and the Shipping Federation must, therefore, 

be an alysed as much . in terms .of the long run t rends wi thin 

the indu.st ry as a manifestation of specific grievances at a 

particular moment in time. 

7. Walsh \ . H. An Introduction to the i:'hilo s ophy of Hi story 
Hut chinson University ~ibrary :London (1970 ), p . 191 



CH.iL"PTE~ II 

11HE rNDUSTRIAL CONTEXT 

The shipping industry was revolutionised during the 

se c ond h 2.1f of the nineteenth century, the most fundcunent a l 

cha!1ges taking pl ace during t he t wo de cades aft er 1870 , vlith 

t h e transition f rom s ail to a predumi nance of steel/ s"tarun 

tonnage. 

The transformation of the indu s try was a re spons e to 

the demands of the industrialisation of IDlrOpe and the open-

ing up of increasingly " di st ant markets of the AP.leri ca s, 

Australas ia and the Far East. The i mplica"tions for the growth 

of international trade were such that it has be en calculated 

to have expanded in value terms from £800m in 1850 to £ 3,900m 

in l899~"1) 

In response to this demand, the Vlorld fleet, during the 

period 1850 to 1890, more than doubled in net tonnage terms 

wi th the United Ki ngdom continuing to retain betwe en 30~~ and 

40% of that total. Such gro\nh necessitated the u s e of exist-

ing sail technolo~r to its limits and also resulted in the 

application of steel a.~d steam to shipping. 

This is illustrat ed in Table l ' together 'l"Ii th the fact 

that the growth of the U.K. fleet re sulted in a 50~~ increase 

in the employment of seafarers. 

1. Iml ah A. H. Economi c ' El ements i n Pax Britannica 
Harvar d Univers ity Pre ss Cambridge {ass . (1958 ),p.189 

- 6 -



TABLE 11:1 PROGRESS OF UK AND vJORLD SHIPPING 1850-1890 

WORLD U.K. SAIL U. K. SJ'EAi'1 
NET REG UK TarAL NO.OF NET REG % OF NO. OF NET -~EG-~nF -

~AR TOnNAGE AS % VESSELS TONNAGE WORLD VESSELS TONNAGE irlORLD 
TOTAL OF 'i'lORLD 

(000) (HIl,.LIONS) TONNAGE (000) (t1ILLI eNS ) TONNAGE 
(f'J'.ILLI ONS) TONNAGE 

1850 :"1 .03 39 . 4 7 24 . 8 3 . 40 40 . Q 1.2 0 .17 

1860 13.3 34.80 25.7 ~ .20 35 . 4q ~ . O 0 . 45 

1870 16.8 33. ()4 23.2 4 .57 32. 44 3.2 1 .11 , 

" 1880 lq.99 32.88 lC) . 9 3. 85 26.48 5.2 '2.72 

18'10 22 .. 26 35.83 14.2 2.93 :>4 . 43 7.4 5. 04 

(1) I ncludi ng ' Lascus ' 

Source:-fteport of Select Committee on Merchant Shipping (53) 1860. Par1.PQpers xiii 
P~r1.Papers 1899. Vol.ix111 
P~1.P2pers 1901. Vol.iA~11i 

23 . 0 

31. 32 

41 . q 3 

49 . c)7 

49 . 20 

" 

I 

NC.OF 
BRITISH 

SE/ .. FARERS 

151 ,503 I 
171,59 2 

I 

I 1Q 5 , J62 -..J 

lq;"q,:i 

"" v 1 CY' (1) I r. ~ O , _ .:; I 
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The t able also sho ws tha t the U. K. fleet was going 

through a transition from s ail to steam teclmology, the 

crucial t V10 decades being betwe en 1870 und 1890. The exa ct 

nature and raoifica tions of this trans ition is a subject of 

academic debate .( 2 ) However , the growth is not evenly reflec-

ted in the diff erent sectors of the ind.ustry . I I1 0r example, 

during the decade 1860 to 1870, U.K . s a iling top~age reached 

its absolute maximum of nearly 5m tons, a peak followed by 

a long decline. moreover , as a percentage of the world 

sailing tonnage throughout the period, it was steadily cont-

r a cting. 

On the other hand, steam, in tonnage terms, was approx-

imately doubling each decade, although it did not overtake 

sail until 1882 in net tonnage terms , and 1885 in gross tonnage 

terms, and it did not equal the peak of sail until 1890. By 

the time Britain's percentage of world steam torll1age began 

to stabilise in the 1880's it represented one half. 

The principle of steam propulsion had , of course, been 

established early in the nineteenth century, but to make it 

economically viable as an alternative to sail, major technol­

ogical problems had to be overcome . Of fundamental importance 

• 

2. E. G., Gra ham G.S. ' The AscendEll'lcy of the Sailing Ship , 
1850-85'. Economic History Heview Vol .ix (1956-7 ), Hughes J.R. T 
& Reiter s7" ' The f,'irst 194 5 BrIti sh Ste amshi ps' , 
~Ihe Journal of P_merican St ~ti stical Association liii (19 58) & 
Harley G • .l'_ . ' The J hi f t f rom Sailing Slli ps to St eamshi ps , 
18C55-U~ 90 : A Study in Technologic a.l Chang e and its 
Diffus ion' in Es s ays on a Hia t ure Economy : Br i t a i n afte r I d40 
'd . mcClo~)Key D. N. Harvard unive r sity 1- r es", (J~9'm---'---
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was the ineffi ciency of fuel consumption ; in the Garl~r stages 

of development for eyarr.ple, -the coa.l bunkers utilise(l much 

of the vessel ' s carrying capacity. This probleln was not 
I 

adequately solved until the 1880 ' s with the introduction of 

triple expansion and the high pressure boiler . Theref ore, 

throu.ghout much of -the SeC0p..c. half of the C19t h; whilst steam 

ships were increasingly bei~g used, they were re s tricted to 

the shorter and subsidised routes with sail continuing to 

predominate over the longer di s tances and in the tr2~tIlp trade. 

Even where steam is stated as the motive power, none, except 

for a few coasters built before the 1880 ' s, were pure s teamers; 

they were rather combinations of sail and steam with steam 

becoming increasingly the dominant motive power . 

The adoption of metal ship construction, an important 

fe a ture of the industry in the second half of "\;he c19th was 

similarly sluggish. This was in part due to the need for a 

totally new set of construction criteria but also to the 

imperfections of the iron used. The l ack of uniformity in 

the quality of iron plates was n.ot completely ovc!'cOl!le until 

the late 1850's, but the more persistent problem was tha t of 

corrosion and the fouling of iron hulls. This not only 

seriously reduced vessel speed and shortened life but it 

created substantial direct l costs for cleaning and the like .(3) 

This was one of, the main reasons for the production of 

3 . Ibid . Grah~ G.S. 
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composition built vessels, that i s having; iron framos 8...'1d a 

wo oden shel l or skin , usually te~~ , coppered to further 

prevent fouling , V/hich was popular from 1860 to 1880 . 

Steamships were in the vangv.ard. of the conversion of 

the U. K. f leet to metal constru.ction . Sail moved only slo~·/ly 

into meta l ves sels, but took compar ativ ely r apid advantage of 

comp os ition building. 

The subs titution of steel f or iron was even rnore gradual. 

The expense of s teel construct'ion was not compensated for by 

an increase in deadweight capacity and hence hie-her freight 

earning ability as was the conversion from wood to iron. 

HAs with wo oden construction, limits were i mp osed on 
the iron shi ps by the difficultie s of rendering in 
iron structures items of the required s trength and 
weight beyond a certa in size. Faced with this 
problem, shipbuilders investigated the possibility 
of using steel for cons tructing the hull, and the 
first s teel ship was built in 1858. But the steel 
available at the time, Bes semer steel: l acked 
uniformity of quality and was t hus technically 
unsuitable for shipbuilding . Moreover it was six 
times as expensive per ton as iron. For these 
reas ons steel Vias rarely u sed and between 1866 
and 1876 only three small vessels ~ere registered 
at Lloyds as built of steel." (4) 

Encouraged by the Admiralty, st eel of a high quality and in 

larger quantities' began to be produced, and in 1877 Lloyds 

introduced rules for construction, survey and r ating of steel 

vessels. The cost disparity betwe en iron and steel was only 

gradually eroded and the transfer was f a irly slow. 

4. Jones L. Shipbuil di 
--~~----~~~~~--~~----~~~~~ Wo 1"'1 d 

Two 
p .22 
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TABLE II:2 SOME INDICATORS OF TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE 
I N UK FLEET SELECTED YEARS (1850-1895) (NET TONS) 

SIZE OF VESSELS 
7 YEAR MOVING AVERAGE 

YEAR !"£TAL METAL 
AL.L SAIL BUILT SAIL ALL STEA!"1 BUILT STEAM 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

1850 138.27 508.32 149.94 387.17 
(1855) (1855 ) 

1860 169.24 550.98 236.66 391.56 

1870 192.42 777.46 362.24 597.35 

1875 196.01 982.55 457.73 679.86 

1880 195.33 945.29 526.01 787.11 

1885 200.69 983 .. 16 600$97 741.78 

1890 214.77 1088.92 669.25 885.91 

1895 223.02 501.54 726.95 932.7955 

- -

AVERAGE 
% OF SIZE TOTAL ALL VESSELS TONNAGE 

USING STEAM SUEZ CANAL 
I~\ 

(6) , ... 

- 4.7 

- 9 .. 7 

898 19.6 

1,345 31.6 

1,509 41.4 

1,748 53.5 

2,033 63.2 

2,460 68.1 

Source:- Columns 1 to 4: b ased on 
Mitchell B.~. and Dean D. 
Abstract of British Historical 
St~tistics (1963) ~ridge University 
Press. 

Column 5: Kirk.loy A.W. 
\ 

British $1i~~; its.~stoEY' 
2Eqan~~~tion and Irnportanc_~ 

(1914 ) Appendix IV, Kegan Paul Trench 

Trubner & Co.Ltd. 

Column 6: Deakin :B.M. ~nd Seward T. 
Shipe...~!J9 Conferences: Po. Study of 
-their Oriqi.ns. Development and 
Econom~c Pr~cticeo (1973) Cambridge 
University Pre5s~ p.19 

~ 
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The i mportance of the substitution of iron for steel 

lie s in the potential it offered for the increase of vessel 

size . 1'ven as l a te as 1869 , 831~ of U.K . vessels were un.der 

1, 200 net tons , the modal group ( 45~~ ) were betvleen 420 tons 

and 1, 200 tons. Of the rema ining, 17?~ over 1200 net 'Gons 

only 1. 2~ were over 2 , 000 tons, with O.3~ over 4 , 000 tons . 

(This \'\'as c onstitut ed by Bruner s ' Great E3.s t ern' of 18 , 914 

net tons; in the present cont ext t his mnst be l ooked upon a s 

a freak , her s ize was not surp'assed un-Gil 1900.) 

Table 1I:2 confirms the small average size of vessel s . 

The seven year moving average of vessal size sho ws sail over­

all to be confined to the smaller vessel s . Nev ertheless they 

were involved in the technologica l change , s inc e in the 

category, "met al built'; sail r emained the l ar ger average 

vessel until aft er 1890. However, vessels in the category 

"all steam" may be seen to be l ar ger than tho s e contained 

in "all sail" and were expanding gr adually throughout the 

period. This table i s only concerned with averages and does 

not give an indication of the diffe ring r ates of growth in 

ves sel size in va r i ous trades Wllich wouJ_d be difficult to 

illustrate. Also, whilst the t able doe s confirm the small 

average size of vessels, it does include small coas ters, home 

trade and short sea vessels thus underestim~ting the increas­

ing size of vessels in the f ore i gn e oing fleet , which in 

tonnage terms would c on stitut e in the r egi on of 70% of the 

total U .!c. fleet. The undere stimation is , to some extent, 

rectified by column 5 which shows the average size of aJ.l 

ve ssels passing through t he Suez canal , \vhich increased by 

some 27% b etween 1870 and 1890 , and approximately 70% of 

the se v essels we re on the U . K ~ register . 
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TABLE 11:3 

PERCENTAGE OF WORLD SHIPPING a,.; ED BY MAJOR HARITIME NATIONS 

AND TOTAL WORLD TONHAGE - 1850-1900 

(MILLION TONS NET - SAIL 1u'1D STEAH ) 

COUNTRY 1850 1860 1870 1880 
% % % % 

U.K. 39 .. 47 34.80 33.94 32.88 

U.S.A.(l) 17.55 19.15 9.04 6.76 
(38.58) (39.51> (25.02) ( 20.38) 

GERMAN EMPIRE - - 5.85 5.91 

FRANCE 7.61 7.49 6.39 4.59 . 
NORWAY 3.30 4.20 6.10 7.59 

ITALY - - 6.03 4.99 

SWEDEN - - 2.08 2.51 

JAPAN - - - 0.20 
1---. 

WORLD t S TOTAL 
NET MILLION 9,032 13,295 16,765 19,991 
TONS 

(1) Brack~t. Total U.S.A. tonnage - oc~an, river and 1ak~. 

SOURCE:_ Progr~ss of M~rchant Shipping. Cd. 6180. 1912 

1890 
% 

35 .. 83 

4.25 
(19.87 ) 

6.43 

4.23 

7.66 

3.,32 

2.29 

0.63 

22,265 
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Whils t t he U . IL was in t he forefront of t h0se te chnolog-

ica l a dvances , it by no means h8.d a monopoly, eper atin1j a s 

it did i n t he inter ne.tional fficork0 t whic h is pe culiar to 

shipping. This wa s an increas i ngly competitive marke t with 

the growth of other f l eets which were ref l ecting their O\'1n 

ec onomic development and t aking advant age of the concemi t an"li 

increase in internationa l seaborne trade . Table 11 : 3 gives 

an indication of t he growth of ma jor maritime f l ee t s in the 

period 1850 to 1890 and al s o indicate s the tremendou s growth 

in supply sinc e international tonnage increa s ed nearly t wo and 

a half time s. 

Britain's only serious rival vIas the U.S.A. who with its' 

l ake and river tonnage surpassed that of Britain in the 1850's 

and 1860's. However, the American Civil War marked the end 

of United States aspirations, because what capita l was avail­

able ,',las being used f or opening up the interior. In any 

event, the underdeveloped and high cost nat ure of her engin­

eering and metal industries inhibited benefit from tho tech­

nological innovations.(5) 

The l a ter decades of the centuTY Vii tnessed the emergence 

of competitors with immense potential, such as Norway and 

Germany. In a general examination', t heir total s a re ins i g-

nificant compared to that of' the U.K., but as competitors in 

particular trade s they were of ma jor importance. Some measure 

of the growing rivalry in re spect of steam tonnage can be 

seen in Table II:4. 

5. See ibid., p.7 
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TABLE II : " 

THE PROPORTIOi'l OE' BRITISH STEAM Tor.'NAGE ~JTERED M'D CLEARED (wi th c arooe s/:; n balJ.c>s't) , ._-
FOREIGN TRADE OF PRINCIPP.L MARITIl1E COUNTRIES , BRITISH COLONIES AND THE U.K. 

--
COUN:'RY 186C 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 r'EAK 

% % % % % n/ % YEAR It> 

-
NORWAY 53.0 

0 
27.0 26.6 22.6 21 .. 4 19 . 2 1870 

SItlEDEN 18.5 23.3 27.1 27.8 27.2 1890 

DEtII'MARK 
0- _ 

16.3 17.9 13 .. 7 13.8 1885 

GERMANY 49. 2 39 .2 38.3 41.1 1880 

HOLLAND 68.1 77.9 71.2 61.6 56.7 55.0 55.5 18 70 

BELGIUl-t 68.6 78 .9 74.0 65.8 61.6 53.4 51.3 1870 

PORTUGAL 86.9 75.8 72.5 65.8 56.7 55 . 6 18 70' 

SPAIN 34.9 32. 6 1890 

ITALY 36.0 41.0 43.3 53.6 55.9 46.7 1890 

U.S.A. 4 7.1 53.2 66.7 60.2 59.0 56.1 1880 

CHILE . 79.8 89.7 47.1 41.3 48.0 1880 

ARGENTINE 44.2 28 .8 45.6 29 .. 3 1SS0} 
1090} 

BRITISH AND COLONIAL TONNAGE 

DCMINION OF CANADA 61.3 61.0 53.1 57.5 1880 

NEWFOUNDLAND 89.7 99.6 96.4 96.0· 1890 

CAPE OF GOOD HOPE 98.4 96.4 96.6 1890 

NATAL / 
99.9 99.9 95.9 1890 . 

NEW ZEftLAND 88.0 93.4 1895 

BRITISH INDIA 92.6 87.0 89.9 86.8 1880 

U.K. 84.3 88.5 83.3 83.2 80.4 79.5 78.1 1870 

ALL BRITISH SHIPPING 
as % SUEZ CANAL TRAFFIC '74 .16 79.33 76.77 77.37 71.76 1880 . (1881 ) 

• 1896 

SOURCE:_ Pa rl h mentary Papers 1899 LXXXVII., _ 1907 Vol.L>:XV, 1913 Vol.LX 
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In virtually all major maritime cO'\..Ultri es ' trade, i21Cl­

udi!~ that of the U. K., the British stearn f l ee t participation 

reached its zenith before 1890 . Thi s is particularly so 

'ahere nations were bus ily engaged in building up their ovm 

f l eets , the obvious example be ing Norway . All the indu.str­

i a lising na tions included in the t able seem to combine this 

with s ome marit i me ambition to the detriment of U. K. steam 

tonnage. 

In some trades there i s evidence of extremely rigorous 

competition causing a substant i al and swift contraction in 

U. K. participation. Chile i s the obvious example, and to a 

le sser extent the Argentine, the figure given for the l atter 

in 1890 is a non-representative exception. 

The trades in which U.K. activity did not suffer quit e . 

so severely were thos e of t he Empire, and here the ma jori ty 

are firmly in U.K. bO-lit oms , with a peak in the 1890's. The 

following contraction was gradual and marginal, apart from 

British India and Ne~~oundland, and remarkably the U.K. her­

self, where the peak was considerably earlier. This group 

contains the s ingl e example of continued expansion, that of 

New Zealand. 

The final colUmn indicates the use British tonnage , as 

a whole, ma de of the Suez Canal. . The va st majority her~ was 

steam, due to t he navigation problems of sail. In many 

respects, thi s column can be said to mirror the competition 

experienceJin mos t trades , the ' peak being reached in 1881. 

Al though a strong challenge was developing torvards the 

end of the century , Britain was able to maintain her mariti:1e 

supremacy. She was able to do this in the main by t aki ng 



- 17 -

advanto.ge, indeed being in the van~ua.rd , of the steam/steel 

technology, but a l s o by being prepared to re spond to tho 

expansion and diversification of intern2.t iona l trade. For 

the individual shipowner, however, it was the spec i fi c effect 

of foreign competition, often very serious in particular 

trades, that ViOltld have been most i mportant . 

The technological advances and growth of foreign comp-

etition in the second half of the C19th had a profound impact 
~. 

on both the shipo'wners and seafarer in both influencing 

their a ctions and redefining their rela tionships . 



CHAPTBR III 

Tr-m SHIPOVINER 

The transformat ion of world shi pping and. the fact the/Ii 

the international position of the U. K. f leet was increasingly 

b ei ng called into question during the l ast quarter of t he 

C19th necessitated cons iderable adaptation on the part of 

the Bri t i sh shipoymer . Adaptation whi ch , of course , inter­

acted with, as well a s result ed from, the chancres the industry 

was undergoing . However , to see the a ctions of the shipo\'mers 

in this period merely in the context of increasing internat­

ional competj.tion i s too simplistic s ince it masks many of 

the problems which the individual owner had to f ace. The 

" dynamics of cha.nge intensified competition within the national 

fleet, thus undermining the ' community of interest of ·those 

engaged in the maritime industry , and maki ng cons ideration 

of the level of investment , the control of vari able costs and 

rea ction to long and short term economic trends vital manage-

ment decisions. 

Perhaps the most obvious example and progenitor of both 

int ernational and national competition was the development 

of steam as a commercially viable motive power in shipping . 

This meant t hat sail VIas increasingly placed in a vulnerable 

competitive position. The a dvant ages of steam s trengthened 

the already existing movement t ow'ards specialisat ion and 

away f rom the genera l pu.rpose tramp . (1 ) The liner cornpany ( 2) 

---------------------------------------------------------------
1. e . g ., gener~lly a dry car go ' t ween d.e cl-c v essel , vV'hich is 

provided on t i me or voyage charter for the carriage of 
bulk cargo, not confined to one particul a r trade or route . 

2 . e . g ., compani es with ships providing re gu12T s cheduJ. ed 
service betv/een a nu.l1be r of ports a.vailable 'or the t rans­
portation of parce.LS of cargo :::.nd/or pc.ssenger s and mail . 

- lt$ 
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prospered with the advent of s tea!nt although f irst cstab-

lished under sail when the day of f irst sailing was 

stipulated , st eam propulsion gave greater ref,UI arity fo r 

it became pOGsi ble to es t abli sh a regular itiw~rary of 

arriv§l and departure all along the route. 

The creat ion and pr ovi s ion of such sCl'vicG S T'E; quirod 

not only high clas s tonnage , but substantial s hore es t ablish-

ment s capable of servicing_. a.nd marshalling heterogeneous 

cargoes. Therefore, to the increased capita l investment 

was added the organisat ional needs of the liner companies , 

demanding larger amounts of capital than tha t required by 

the general purpose tramp , especially under sail , and also 

of a different quality directed to long term, r ather than 

to speculative, investment, aimed a t procuring a steady 

regular dividend. 

An important reason for the availability of adequate 

capital for the changing technology and restructuring of 

the fleet was the concurrent emergence of a more diverse 

and, in some, cases , neVi type of ov.nership.(3) 

3. See Neal F. I Liverpool ::lhipping ].n the l!iarly h neteenth 
Century t in Liverpool and rii erseysid~ . ed. Harris J. R. 
Frank Cass and Co . Ltd ., London (1969 ) , p . 161-l62 
and Paget-Tomlinson E. W. The ._liis~ of the Bibby Line 
Bibb;y Line J-ltd ., Liverpool (19b9 ) 
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By the 1860' s there existed a continuum of ty-pes of 

ownership, with the owner/operator, who in some trades 

l a sted until the end of the century ( 4 ) at one end, and the 

massive companies which became household vlords , such as 

P & 0 at the other . In between t her e were a r ange of family 

firms a.'1d small partnerships . But increasingly , the l arger 

operating groups with names such a s Alfred Jones , Owen 

Phill i ps, Thomas I smay, the Booths , Bibbys , Brocklebanks 
~: . 

and Ell ermans, must be seen as dynastic r ather than simply 

fami ly concerns . 

Wi th the development of a modern organi sational and 

industrial s tructure, what ha d originally a ppeared to be 

the paramOtUlt difference bet ween stearn and sail became much 

less significant with the general a cc eptance of the ine'lfitable 

demise of the l atter. The maj or divisions l ay in the amount 

of capital employed , the mos t obvious being tha t between 

liner and tramp companies, but within the s e broad groupings 

further sub-divisions were becoming increasingly i mportant. 

At the apex of this capital structure stood the large liner 

companies, usua lly concentrating on pa ssenger transportation. 

These were among the first to reject the traditional methods 

of financing and were bus ily transforming themselves, often 

through amal gamations, i nto oligopolies, typical more of the 

C20th than the l ate C19th. Cownenting on this process, Dyos 

4. See Villiers A. ' Evidenc e f rom t he Logs ' in 
Pro"Qlems of ShiTIS !'/tan§l.gement and Operation 1870-1900 _ 
Nati ona l ~,iari time l.luseurn li onogr aph I TO. 5 London (1972) 
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and Aldcroft state : 

"But as the size and cap ital cost of ships increased 
such primit i ve fOTI'l s of organise.tion eventually 
became obsole t e . The 8.d.v8.nt age to be dcrive cl fron 
i ncorporation encouraee d many concerns to convert 
their businesses into l imit ed liability COJil:9anies 
from the l 860s onwards . This '!laA particular ly true 
of the liner compfu"lies r:ho we re 2.nxious to se cure 
more T1'}(n1.CY for expansi on . By 1·38 5, 19 c o'"r;:Jar.ies 
Vvi ijh a total loan and share cap i t :? l ot £15 r.ti11ion 
cont r olled about one third of the total s te am 
tonn age of t he United. J{i ngrlom." ( 5 ) 

This national experi ence i s confirmed by developments 

in a ma jor port, 

"In 1870 t he ten principal shipping companie s in 
Liverpool had an employed a s dist i nct from nooinal 
capital of £3. 5 nil l ion. By 1875 thi s had increased 
to £4. 8 mi l lion and by 1880 to £ 5 . 6 mi l lion." ( 6 ) 

Below the gi ants l ay t he medi um or smal l liner compani es 

who s e business was conc entrated on t he movement of parcels 

of car go entailing less capital commi tment , al t houeh it was 

by n o me ans ins i gnificant. The employed capital of s ix of 

these medium sized co;npanies sailing from Li verpool expanded 

from £1.45 million in 1870 t o £14. 38 ~illion in 1914. These 

figures are at current pri ces. 

"If a cons t ant pric e i ndex i s applied , capital growth 
shows a ninef old i ncrease ; i f also this increase is 
given the additional support of a f i vefold growth in 
tonnage, a trebl i ne of i mports , and a quadrupling of 
export s , by value , one can jude e t hi s achievement , 
l a r gely self - f i nanced , as dynamic and hi ghly pr of it­
able . " (7) 

5 ~ Dyo s H. J . and Aldcrof t D. H. Brit i sh Transport : An Econom.ic 
Survey: from the Seventeenth Century to the TrJentieth . -
Leicester Univer sity Pr ess . Le1 ce8·1;e r ( 1969rp:2b4-~' 

6 . Hyde F. E. Liverpool and the '~1 ersey : An Economic Hi story 
of a Por t 1700-1970 David and ' Charl es Ier'ton Abbot ( 1 971 ) 
p . 63 

7. Ibid . t akeHfrom t able p .114 
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Tramps r epr esented a wi de spectrum of capital i nvolve-

ment e By the 1880 ' s the general pu rpos e tramp s~ ction 

contain ed virt ually all t he s ai l i ng tonnage in the U. K. flee t , 

and much of the olde r steam tonnaee . But s er ious inroadG 

wer. being ma de i nto their t r ade Vlith the appea r ance of 

s t earn tonnage built for a specific and oft en l i mited f unct ion, 

such as t he c onveyance of oil l (8 ) timber , or (~ , catt l e on the 

hoof and f ro zen meat f rom the Southern Hemi sphere , which 

began in 1880 and by 1893 had gro~n to ne arly 4 milli on · 

ca rca sses annual l y.(9) Developments of this k i nd were conf ined 

to t he bigg er tramp owning companies, f or i t necess i t at ed 

l ar ge capital commitment to specialised and limi t ed trading . 

At the other end of t he tramp section l ay the one s hip 

company owned by a single individual; t he s e were often master 

owned vessels , usually sailor obsolet e s t eam t onnage, comp­

l etely depreciated and operat ing on a shoe s tring , but, like 

all tramp o',\n ers, eager to compete i n any and all pos sible 

trades. 

There is not, a s yet, a st ati s t i ca l break down of the 

fleet into these cat egor ie s fo r thi s period of the C19th. 

The first was produc ed by I s s erli s f or 1914, on which the 

follmving t able is base d. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------
8. Lloyd.s Regi s te r of Shi ppine: 1~11 London (1911 ). Recor ds 

28 2 bulk oi l car r i ers of which 48 we r e sailing ves sels . 

9. Kirka1dy A. ';i . Brit i sh ShiJ?E.in~ : I t s Hi~x. Organ~~atio..!! 
and I mp or tanc e . Kega~ , ~aul , Tr encll , ~rubner a~d Co. Ltd . 
London (1914) Appendix III . 
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TRADE TYPES 

NUMJ3ER OF ~SSELS 

NET TONNAGE 

GROSS TONNAGE 

TABLE III: 1 PERCENTAGE OF TYPES OF TONNAGE IN U. K. FOREIGN GOING FLEET IN 1914 (JL~ ) 

(EXCLUDING TRADE BETWEEN ELBE AND BREST LIMITS) 

i I (C) 
(A) (B ) 

fUXED TOTAL 
(1) ( 2 ) CARGO PASSENGER CARGO & TRAMPS & TOTAL TOTAL IN 

TRAMPS TANKERS LINERS LINERS PASSENGER TANKERS I LINERS REAL TERMS 
LINERS (1&2 ) Cols (A&B&C ) ~ 

32.90 4.28 40. 36 1. 70 20. 64 37. 28 62. 70 . 2,465 

28. 71 . 7'1 . 26 I 7.35 24.21 4.50 37.51 5.70 28 . 05 
(million) 

~4.01 4 .40 ' 36. 77 6.32 28 . 46 28.41 

I 
71.55 11.8 

(million) 
I 

-

% OF TOTAL 
OF' ALL U.K" 
TRADES At-J"D 

TONNAGE 

71 . 44 

93.13 

I 
92.23 

, 

ESTD1ATES BASED ON : - ISSERLIS L . Tramp Shipping Cargo and Freightsv Royal Statistic.l Socie~ Vol.C. l. ~aYt 1938 

I 

I 

i 

I\) 
w 
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It is difficult t o a cs ess how far the process of 

sectionali sat ion had proceeded over the r revious thr ee 

decades ; pos s ibly t he liner sections ha c.l expanded at the 
(10) 

expense of the tramp section in percent age terms . ' 

Nevertheless it is c erta inly t r ue tha t the l ast quart er of 

'the ninet eenth century s av., "th e decline of th~ I tradi tional ' 

homogeneity of the patterns of U. K. ship o,,·:nership . 

This restructuring of the U K. inc.1.ustry was taking 

pl a ce against a baclcground of ~ incre asing international 

competiti on which empha sised the problems f a ced by the ind­

ividual shi po\vner . In a ddition to which he had to be more 

senS~.tive to world trends because of t.he i mproved me t hods 

of cornrnunication due to the expansion of the cable and post a.l 

services . The effe ct s of the increa singly compet itive marke t 

may be tra ced in the gro,;ving instability of the fre i ght rates . 

Freight r a'l;es a re, of course, the price of shipping services 

which are crea ted in an international competitive market 

where demand and supply int er act . In periods of an excess 

of su.pply in relation to derived demand for the service , all 

10. N. B. Many pre- war and post 1914-18 war wri t er s estimate 
the s i ze of tramp fleet Gubstantia~ly higher i . e., 
"tramp ve s s els cons tituted s ome 6010 of the total tonnage 
of shi pping under the British flag prior t o the war ••• " 
J ames C. S . Qyclical Fluctnatiops in the .. ShippiE..g ~n9: 
uhilJbui l di ng I.ndu.!-tri~ . ni versi t y of Pennsyl vanJ.a 
?ress . philadelphra-(1927 ) p . 33 
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0-(;110:(' things being eC1.1..18.1, price ,( freieht rates , )'Nill c:ontr8.ct r 

simil arly v~len there is &n excess demand , fre i ghts will rise . 

The violently fluctuatinG rates experienced by shi p-

ovmers in the l ast qU2.rter of the C19th were in f a ct, part 

of a long run trend of f al l ing f reights . ' .4nalysi ng r a te 

movelnents for the pex'iod fo llowi ng Hater-lo a, il'ort l l estimates 

"from 1815 to the end of the first de cade of the 
C20th freight r ates declined . Actually this 
decline was int errupted after the mi ddle of the 
century, so t hat there were really t vvo periods 
of decline, 1815 to 1851, and 1870 to 1873 
(various turning dat es on different routes) to 
1908 to 1909." (11) 

For the shipo .. mer, t he early 1870' s boom, associa"i;ed 

with the opening of the Suez Canal and the Franco-German War, 

marked the end of a period of comparatively stable freight 

r ates and the beginning of a long term cyclica l decline. A 

decline broken only by short cycle booms , v'!hose peaks never 

reached the height ·of their predecessors . 

Freight rates are the most easily ava.ilable indicators 

of the level of shipping prosperity •. Graph III: 1 gives 

various estimates of the freight index during the period. 

These indices use different base ~-ears, but this detracts 

little from the general impression and s imilarity of trends. 

The Hobson index prior to 1884 relies heavily on tramp freights 

in particular the coal freight outward~ it has been criticised 

for using only a small nUillber of quotat ions of inward freights ~ 12) 

11. North D. 'Oc ean Freight Rates and Economic Development 
1750-1913' Journe.l of Economi c Hi.::.~t ory Vol.lS . 1958 p.542 

12. C2.ircross A. . K. Home and Foreign I nve stment 1870-1919 
Cambridge Universi tJ }·res;] . (1953) p . 175 
Hobson C. K. The EX'Port of.~i t al. Gonstab1e. London 
(1914) Chapter V.L}·. 
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From 1834 onwards it i s based on the Board of Trade index 

built on data collected in 1904; it includes liner freights , 

thi s differs only marginal ly from the index produced by 
I 

E.A.V. Angi er. (13) Thi s l atter index represents a weighted 

average of freights for the whole ye ar\ as a r esult they do 

not give a complet e picture of t hose years in which freights 

were very active. 1sserlis tramp r ates are based on a 

f airly narrow unwe i ghted av~rage cha i n index. (14) All the 

above lmd the problem of giving equal we i ght to inward and 

outward freights; this creat es a bias s ince coa l freights 

are such a ma ssive influence outward , particularly in a 

period of expanding coal exports. 

Cairncross used Angiers ' index but doubl ed inward 

freights and took s ome cognisance of liner rates. Thus the 

best indicator appears to be that given by Ca irncI'oss.(15) 

All the indices indicate a long run decline in rates 

from their peak in the early 1870's. One author asserts, 

"Freight rates were extraordinarily high in 1873 and distort 

the index.,,(16) The boom collapsed in 1873-74; it had over-

13. Angiers E. A.V. ' Fifty Years of Freights 1869-1919' 
Fairpl ay London (1920) 

14. 1sserlis L. ' Tranp Shipping Cargoes and Freights' 
Journal . of the Royal Statistical Soci~ , ci, (1938) 

I 

15. Cairncross A. K. op cit 

16. Saul S. B. The Iflyth of the Great Depression 
Stu.die s in Economic and Soc i al Hi s tory . h'acmillen Pre ss Ltd. 
(1976) p .22 
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reached itself with a huge output of tOTI.ll1.'l.ge ordered and 

constructed, f looding onto the mar ket. D. iVlarx sees thi s 

slUl:lp as vital in understandin8 the modern economic histc)!-y 

of shippi ng , f or it is here that the oversupply of tonnE'.ge 

which has char acterised the freight market s ince 1Jegins. (l'{) 

Rat es remained low until s ome stability returned in the l ate 

1870 s , assi sted by the Rus s o--Turlcish war . This stability 

lasted until 1880-81, when rates began to contract serious l y. 

A depression of considerable depth developed in the mid ].8808 

rea ching its nadir in 1886 and early 1887. This was followed 

by the freight r a t es rising tUlexpectedly and by August 1888 , . 

the view was 

liThe revival in freights, whi ch comm enced in the 
s econd half of l ast ye a r has at length reached a 
stage where fair prof it s are r ealisable , and where 
hopes of still fu::ther improvement are V'larranted."(18) 

The peak was reached in 1889. This substantial rise in 

freights induced an expansion in shipbuilding, the increase 

in supply and a slowing dovvn in the groV'rth of busine ss 

activity brought the inevitable fall in 1890. A decline 

which continued with only minor interruption U-.'1t :i,. l the 

late1890s. The Board of Trade , commenting on the index 

17. Marx D. Internntional Shim ing Cart el s .: A Study: of 
Industrial Sel±<-Rep.:ulC'.tion by Ship i~in.c; C onference ~ . 
Gr eenYlood Press pubiishers . Few YOI" (1953) p .31 

18. Fai~olay, 17 August , 1888 
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f or the period states , 

"Tha t sub j ect to mi nor fluctuations , du e doubtle~s 
to t he special conditions prev[:d.1in.€: in particul ar 
t rades fr om time to t i me , the trends of i nwar d and 
outward freight r ates a.s a '[-!hole has been genera l ly 
similar. In both cases the rfi8.x i mum year of the 
period was 1889 , a. t ime of 9:re a t c ornl11c rci?-l act i vi t y 
t hroughout t he wo rld . Thence freieht ra.tes dec l i ne d 
unti l t he yea r 1895 a.nd 1896 Rfte r whi ch they r ecover ed 
unt il a second maxi mum point was r ertched. i.n 1900 ) a 
yea r when trade was very good , and '.'.'hen the South 
Af rican War made gr eat denands on shipping f or 
t ranspor t purpos e s . It wi l l be seen t hat inward 
f r ei ght r at es sho we d an intermedi a t e maximum point 
in 1898, the ye ar of the Spani sh Arnerican War." (19 ) 

Thero were s~milar fluctuations in I sserlis tramp 

rates but with some slight diff erences in peaks, the s e 

occurred in 1873, 1881, 1888 and 1900, with progressively 

lower cyclical levels reached in 1879, 1886 and 1892, and 

in addition ' there wa s a long trough from 1895 to 1897. 

This analysis is ba sed ' on the r ates paid to British 

shipping, but freight rates are an international price , and 

it seems that this experience was reflected in the U.S. 

freight r ates, a market in which British s hipping operated 

extensively, North estimates these as follows (20):-

19. Quoted in Johnson E. J. Ocean and Inland '.fIater 
Transportation. London ( 1906) p .186 

20. North D.C. The Role of Tr ansportation i n the Economic 
Development of Harth meriea . l.1uoted in 0aul S. B. 
op cit' p . 22 
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TABI.!E III: 2 

------
1865 - 9 47.7 (42 .2) 188 5 - 9 30.8 (3 3.5 ) 
1870 - 4 54.4 ( 42 .5) 1890 - 4 29 . 4 (34.5) 
1875 - 9 50.4 (43.3) 1895 - 9 27.9 (3 5. 9 ) 
1880 - 4 38.6 (33 .4) 

The figures in the brackets 

"Show the defla ted index or an index of the ' real ' 
price of shi pping obtained by eliminating the general 
price movement fron actua l freight r ates paid. Thi s 
shows little chane-e fro f!l 1850 to the end of the 1870s 
and f urther reductions after 1900 ." (21) 

The t able emphasises the heights of the 1873 boom and " shows 

no dO 'w'v'!uvard trend until the 1880s" when there is a sharp 

fall. The decline continues at a reduced rate for the 

remainder of the century, however "the 1880s are the crucial 

decade. II ( 22 ) 

Quite apart from the commercial problems presented by a 

violently fluctuating market , there was also the problem of 

attracting investment, particularly at a time of rapid 

technological diversification , and with the long run decline 

in freight rates resulting in an expectation that . the profits 

of shipping companies would also decline. Annual reports 

of shipping companies at this time indicate that this was so. 

21. Saul S. B. ibid . p~23 

22 . ibid . p.22 
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"Other fectors v/ilJ , of course, affect the profi t­
abi li ty of companies and 210 definite r el s:tj.onship 
can be established between the f all in frei ght 
r ate s and the profitability of shipp :~nG comp2.nies. 
We put it forward however, as one of the poss ible 
reaSCYlS vihy shipp ing companie s should h2ve been 
induced in the 1870 t s to f orm corllbina ticns among 
themselves to raise prices (freight r at0s ) and to 
regener ate the trade . 1I ( 23) 

It seems that f0110 YTing the com!)ar atively halcyon days of 

the mid- de ca de$of the century and the boom of the early" 1810' s 

a long run contract ion in profits per -Con began , which \\"as to 

continue as t he underlying trend at least until the l at e 

1890 ' s . Although ther e has a s yet been no adequate reG~arch 

this pre sumably means a contraction in profits or r eturns as 

a percentage of capital employed. 

This contraction WEl.S reflected in a decline in the 

value of investment in shipping . This occurred in a period 

when its magnitude in net and gros s tonnage terms doubled . 

Dean and Cole co~nent on the value of new cons truction that 

";t t· . • was s ~ll growi ng f a ster than national ~ncome 
in the 1860's and 1870 ' s but it slumped sharply -
in absolute as well as in relative t erms - in the 
late 1880 ' s ." (24) 

23. Deakin B. l'vT . in collaboration with Seward T. 
Shi pping Conferences : A Study of Their Origins, 
Development 8-'Yld ~conomi c IJractices. 
University of Cambridg e Department of Applied Economics. 
Occasional Paper 37. Cambridge University Press (1973) 
p .21 

24. Deane P . and Cole " . A. British Economic Growth 1688-1959 
Cambridge UniversitJr Pr ess (1964 ) p . 235 



- 31 -

r,bywald made estir.mtes of the value of the British fleet 

during the p'3riod which he stlJnrnarised in the following 

table . 

TABLE III : 3_ 

FI :=:iT COST VALUE T (£M) 

1-------Y(:ai s I " HistoIica l ~!:ice CUrl~ el:lt Price --
I 1870--74 144 " 169 

1875-79 185 187 
1880-84 214 187 
1885-89 203 185 
1890-94 249 180 

1895-99 244 181 

Source : Tliaywald K. ' The Cons truction Costs and 
the Value of the British Merchant Fleet , 1850-
1938.' The Scottish Journal of Political 
~cono~ Vol.II I , i956 . 

-~ 

In terms of his historical price a peak is reached in 

1880-1884 f0110v."ed by a decline in the next half decade. 

In current price terms , value s remained static for the 

decade 1875-1884 , then fe1r for a decade, recovering only 

marginally by the end of the century. Shipovmers were well 

aware of the dete:::oioration in the value of their investment. 

For exampl e , in his evidence to a Royal Comnliss ion in the 

spring of 1886 , E.P. Bates, a Liverpool shipo~~er, when asked, 

"Has the fall in shipping been very gr eat in late 
years?" 

replied 

II In the past 3 or 4 years it has been he avier than I 
eve r remember it before . Tru~e t hc Kistna a ship 
thai; 'Ie "Duil-t in 1883 f or vv'i1i ch ~ e pTtDi"""E~6 , 500, 
I coul d build her today f or about £19,500. 11 

"Are the se sailing s hips?" 
"Ye s . In steam depreciation has been much heavier ." 

_ .. _----
(25) 

25 . ]'ina l HE:port of the Royal Co;:umis s i on on Los s 0 Life a t ~~ . 
v.5::::2 '{ • .t:'arI . Papersvol . xlll I&3T, para . Ib, 513 and:r -4;.r--
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'llhe f eeling about t he value o f i nvestment i n nhi p:9ing 

wa s summed up by anothe r coute 1fJorary shipovmer, ~T o Beph 

Hoult , when he wr ot e 

"No i ndu s try shows su ch a deplorable state of affa i rs 
• •• Twenty years ago s lli ppi ng Vias & f avourable 
i nvestment, both to t he cap i t 2.1ist s.nd t he small 
inve s to r ; now t he capit2.1 i s t and t he small investor 
shun s hi ppi ng • • • The liabilit ie s of a shareholder 
in shi pping are enor mou s - far gr eater and ~ore 
nwnerous than is t he ca se \'Ii t h any other industry 
in the c ountry , and t his , Vii th the loss 01 capita l 
is naturally a deterrent to i nve s tment in such 
securities . 1I ( 26 ) ~. . 

The l i ner compani es with thei r extremely l aree inlTest-

ment were particularly sus c eptible to the ef fect s of the 

cyclical freight r a te and t hey '{ere ass iduously s eelcing 

stable freights . They sought protection for their vast 

capital co~nitment , for the operation of any service 

neces sitates subs t antial overhea d cost s , making them vulner­

able to wha t became l~o~~ a s 'cut throa t competition'. This 

emanated from the lovler cost steam t r a.r!lps and the increasingly 

more efficient sailing tonnage capable of quoting rates far 

below those of liners. For , apart from boom periods , 

ttcost is the bedrock of freight rates. In a 
competitive mar ket freight rate s will be driven 
dovm to the level of co sts . The tramp market 
is subs t antially competitive, and the rates 
probably a re expl a ined a lmost ent irely by the 
cost of operation. " (27) 

I 

25. (c ont . ) For s i mi1ar s t atistics s ee ibid Yeoffi2_"1. F. 
para .7457-67 . Anderson B' . para. .ll,552-55, Brown D. 
para .12 , 937-57 . Di xon J . par a .14 , 292- 95 . 

26 . Report of t he COln.!li t te e A:npointed. by the Board. of 
11rade i:o I nov.ire i nt o the ·n 8 .l1ninlT 0 :[ Briti sh s lii '"=Ps . 
I-Report c. 8127 . I ·aTl . ]?aper· Tol . XL . 1096. p . 51 -

27 . Bel1_l1a i.-.h.an E. and Wal ters A. A9 The Econo:!lics of Ocean 
Freight Rate s . F . A. Pr2.eger . New York (1969 ) p . 4 
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The solution to the liners ' problem came Y/it h the es t ablish-

rnent of the conference syste:u t o protect their i ntcrest. 

Conferences h2.S sinc e become ,0.. e enori c term coveri ng 8. wide 

variety of common servi ces and oblig~ti ons. They may be 

briefly defined so : 

"A snippine conference is aT;. incorpo!'9.t ed 2.ssoci f'..t ion 
of mutually c ompetitive liner oper ators , maintained 
for the purpose of a) .controlling comp etition among 
it s members and b ) strengthening the members through 
co-operative action in the cOml)eti tive freights 
agai nst nOlL-member carriers .1I ( 28 ) 

Their purpose i s essentially anti-compet itive, in creating a . 

stable pric e/freight system removing cyclica l fluctuations 

and uncertainties. 

Whils t they were undoubtedly created to c omba t outside 

competition, ( section b) of the definition) the historical 

i mpetus came largely from the first section a ) f or vigorous 

competition had developed in the Far East trade among the 

U. K. liner companies. This was a result of the openi ng of 

the Sue z Canal which brought i mmense changes to internat ional 

seaborne trade. It removed much of the prohibitive co st of 

steamers operating in the East trade and in additi on, its 

advantages were almost totally denied to sailing tonnage. 

This was not due to the canal ' s construction but because 
I 

of the difficulties in navi gating the shallow and narrow gulf 
; 

of Suez and the Red Sea wi th its per sistent s outherly winds . 

28. Uni.t ed Nat ions Conferenc e on Tra de and Development (u rCTAn) 
The Li;'1.er Conference Syste~~ U. ~1 . c. T. A. D. Secretariat . 
D. N. I ew York (19-1iY) par a .12 
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The Canal opened in 1369 ruld initiated a vigorous boom 

in steam shipping . 

"The ye2.rs 1870 and 1871 brought enormous returns 
for steamship owners having l ;:'t r ge, first claS ~::1 
steamers abl e to t ake the new route to the East 
vi a the Sue3 Cnna l . Their profits ran from 25% 
to 45~ per year . Wi th such profits i t i s under­
standable that steamship buildine; was sti:nu l ated 
to the greatest a ctiYity. :!:.Ven before the end of 
1871 the editor of . ~Iitchells I,Iari ti:::1e RC{,;i ster 
estimClted t h8.t ~~3 . 7 million haabeen-la id out--in 
v ess els , engineers , equipment and s t ores f or the 
Suez route . 1t (29) 

_. 
An increase in t he supply of liner t OrL'I1.age of this magnitude 

brought about an inevitable collapse in r at es , and s ome 

liner oper a to r s perceived t ha t the setting up of a co!uer -

ence mi ght bring about s ome ~lleliorat ion of t he s ituation. 

Short term liner conferences had exi sted in the North Atlantic, 

Brazilian, Levant and China Trade, (30) but it i s generally 

accepted that the one set up among the Calcutta tra de marks 

the beginning of the perman ent schemes. 

29. Fletcher IVI .E. 'The Suez Canal and World Shipping 
1869-1914' Journa l of Economic Hi story Vol.lS 1958 p .561 

30. For discussion of thes e, s ee Smith R.J. 'Ocean Frei ght 
Rates ' Polit ica l Science Quar terl y Vol. xxi No.2 1906 
Marriner S. and Hyde F. E. The Senior John S81llue l Swine, 
1825-9S Liverpool Uni versity Pr ess (1967 ) p .b9i 
Hyde F.E. op cit (1971) p .104. 
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"In 1375 ••• the seven British shipoMlcrs agreed 8JilOng 

themselves ( 2. ) to ree;ul a te the number of s ~ .... ilin~s 
which each viould make and (b) to fix equal minimmn 
r ate s from all ports in the U. K. to Calcutta and from 
Calcutta to U. K. ports regardl ess of the size of the 
cOl1sig:cment or of t he shi pper. 'Vi th t he formati on of 
the Conference the members undertook to sail on a 
given elate regardles3 of whether t hey had 8. full cargo 
and the fix i ng of equa l mini;uwn rates of freight was 
meant to compensat e for t hi s ." (31) 

A system di ffering lit tle f rom its pr ede ces sor s and doing 

n othing to deter trader s ( shippers ) from using competitors ' 

liner or tramp tonnage offerec,l at lowe r rates . 

"To combat competition from out s iders, and in respo'nse 
to requ ests fro!n shippers , it was agreed in 1887 to 
introduce a ' deferred rebate system' for shippers, in 
order to conserve the Conference ' s t ariff system. The 
practice of offering rebates to exporters who had been . 
a line' s loyal customer for a g iven period of time was 
nothing new. It a ro se , no doubt, from the old custom 
of giving pri mage to the capt ain or shipper . The new, 
and significant , fe ature is the effort to cOillbine the 
interest of ovmers and exporters, was the actual defer-
ment of the re bat e ." .( 32) , 

It was in the usc of these 'Loyalty' or Deferred Rebates that 

the strength of the new system l ay, for the shipper had to 

demonstrate his loy~lty, not only by &iving all his business 

during the period of the contract , but to the end of a 

subsequent contract, only aft·er which the rebate on the first 

contract was payable. 

The rebate imlovation tied the shipper fi r mly to the 

conferences and was the main reason the system spread , from 

31 . Deakin B. M. and Seward T. op cit p.24 

32. Svendsen A:. S. Sea Transport a~nd Shi Epin." Economics .. 
Institut fur Schiffanratsf orscbvng Bremen (1958 ) p. 339 



- 36 .-

routes operating through Suez to China in 1879, Australasia 

in 1884, South Africa in 189 5; other routes such as West 

Africa 'Nerc covered in 1886 7 Brazil and th<'! River r l at e in 

1895-6 and South America in 1904 . By 1908 a lmost all U.K .. 

outward car goe s except coa l , special shipments and the 

North Atlantic trade were c overed by agreements . Once estab-

lished , conference s r apidly · developed into complex and 

highly sophisticated institut:Lons but they did not le s s en 

the competitive pressure on the liner shi povmers , rather 

they modif ied its direction. 

"It i s true that the conferences aimed at limiting 
compet ition and at f orcing a greater s hare of trade 
into conferenc e ships a t the expense of out s iders. 
But as we shall see alt hough conference agreements 
raised freights and net earnings and reduced out­
sj.de competition to some extent , t he ' increased t 
competition betv:een the conference members them­
selves l eading them into l a r ge new building 
progr am.rnes both t o increase their tonnage and 
modernise their f leet." (33) 

Foreign liner competition persisted and t~is tonnage was 

often in receipt of subsidies even larger than those given 

to U.K. operators.(34) This competition was often internalised 

with fo reign liners being invited , for a variety of reasons, 

to jOin U. K. dominated conference s . In the s e early years 

ther e were frequent bitter and expens ive recurring r ate wars, 

33. Marriner S. and Hyde F. E. op cit (1967) p.135 

34. See Select Committee on Steam~hi ) Subs idies H.C. 385, _ 
1902-and Report on Bounile s < nd Suocldles J.n Respect 
of Shipbuildin~ , Shi~pinf~and _ ~av~gati9~in~~eign 
Countries. Cd 6"899 1913 



- 37 -

for exarnplG in 1882 between 7 . J. Harrison and Broc}{l cbarucs , (35) 

and Inter in the decade in the Par Bast and Straits ' 

Conference trades. ( 36) In addi tion there ';'Iere companies 

such 2S R.P . Houston of 1i verpool, Vvho cha l.lenged Conferences 

vii t h rate cutt ing un"cil they were also accepted 28 members . 

Thi s compet ition within the liner "crades was G.cco !lpani ed 

by the persistent pres sure froln other s<1il and steam trades . 

"If piece ca r g o r ates on liners are raised widely 
above the general l evel, s oon a dingy fr ei ghter will 
be announc ed on berth to take car g o over the srune ' 
route as or under tho s e of the more pretentious 
v essel s . 1t (37) 

This was a very real threat sinc e relatively few 0 

commodities can, in any strict sense , ola im to be trru1sported 
, 

only by liner or only by tramp .(38 ) Thi s does , not deny that 

conferences have managed to secure much of the prime trade 

as their cost and price s tructure illustrat ed in the f ollowing 

35. Hyde F .E. op cit (1971) p.101 

36. Marriner S. and Hyde F. E. op cit (1967) Chapter 9 

37. Gregg E.S . ' Vicis situde in the Shipping Tr ade 1870-1920' 
Qu arterly Journal of Economics Vo1.xxxv . 1921 

38. Se e : Fer guson , Learner, McGee, Oi, Rapping and Sobotra 
The Economic Value of the United St ates Merchant j\larine 
Horth 'tiestern Univers ity l)ress . i vanst on U. S. A. (1961) 
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s i mple diagram Sh OVlS:-

A,..,v 

o Q 

The long run avera~e , and mar gina l co st curve (L. R. A.C . & 

L. R. M.C.) is horizontal and const ant t becaUGe of the inabil­

ity of conf erences t o t ake advant age of ec onomies of s cale .( 39 ) 

The average revenue curve i "" s omewhat s imi18.r to general 

tramp freight, t he obj ective is to recoup as much potential 

profi t ( shaded area ) as pos s ible. But research has shown 

that thi s profit maxi misation aim is often overshadowed by 

one of maximisation of utili sat ion or revenue . (40 ) Allor 

any ca r go must reduce costs , a statement termed the 

Conf erence Par adox . The ' paradox ' of liner shipping i s ' that 

f ar reaching price di crimi nat ion does not , in the absence 

of any economies of s cale to sp eak of , and ru1Y appreciable 

39 . See Deakin B • .1 . and Seward T. op cit (1973 ) Chapter 4 
and ~T ar13s on J' . o. Cost s and Price f or the Carri age and 
l-'ort H8.ndJ.:.~~1 of Genera l Car f,o by Sea . I . C. 1 .C. A. 
U. S.A . G.'"9'(1 Chapters 1 , 6 and 7. 

40. Ibid and Heaver T. D. ' A Theory of Ship ing Conference 
Pricing and Folicies .' ";bri time S.tudi es ,nd ' iana~GHlent 
Vol.l 0 . 1 ( 19'/3) He av er T . D. ' The truc t ure orLiner 
Conference 1 a tes. ' Journal of lndustria_ 'konomics 
Vol. 21, Ho . 3 ( 1 973 )~bruhams o on ' .ito ' el of lJiner r ri ce 
Setting ' J ournal of Transport "'!'conomics and )!ol icy 

0. 2 . Way 1967 
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common costs, appear to produce high profits. (41 ) Such an 

analysis admj.ts the f act that conference agreements only 

modif ied the influence of competition and some stabili sation 

of fr ei ght r a tes. (42 ) 

Conference s tability may have gone s ome way to s olve 

the problems .of instability for a section of the shipping 

industry, but this approa ch was inappropri ate for non-liner 

trade s who ha d to cope , unprotected, with the ve.garies of 

the international freight mar ket. A problem which faced 

the laree majority of shipownHrs was that of insurance, 

particularly in view of the l arger capital commitment, not 

only in terms of the ve s sel, but the ca r go it carried. To 

cope with the need for adequate insurance cover, the ship-

ovmer increasingly turned to the locally organised Protection 

and Indernnity Clubs. These · originated in the 18th century 

and were formed because of the unsatisfactory insurance 

cover offered in the outports, particularly of the North. 

Shipovmers joined together on a mutual basis to insure their 

hulls and freights)and the int roduction of third party risk 

and the general increase in the law relating to insurance 

created a growing need for such clubs. Some relief was 

granted to shipowners by the 1854 Merchant Shipping Act, yet 

in the w~~e of this Act Came the first modern Protection and 

41. Jans s on J .O~ op cit (1971) p .ll 

42. Dealcin B. :rtf. and Seward T. op cit Chapter ~. 
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Indemnity Clubs . Shipowners had to v!ai t until 18'(4 before 

their liabilities were covered for cargo. In the smne year , 

J. Stanley lifatc :-> lfe founded the Steamship O\'mers liiutual 

Protecti on and I ndemnity Ass oc iat ion which l a t er , after an 

amalgamation \vi th the North of England Protecti on As s ociation 

( founded i n 1860 ) f ormed t he Nor t h of England Pro t~ction and 

Indemnit y Ass ociation which wa s to deve l op i nto one of the 

most powerful of t he Clu·bs which we r e being est abli shed and 

developing t hroughout the co~try( 43) and ",hich we re · l ate! 

to pl ay an i mportant part in the f ormation of t he Shipping 

Federat ion Limited. 

These national and international economic and commercial 

pressures were not, howevar, the only ones with which the 

shipowner had to dea l in the second ha l f of the nineteenth 

century. To them must be a dd.ed t he exa sper ation they felt 

wi th the State' s encroachment on what vias r egarded as their 

i nalienable right to compl ete fre edom of commercial decision­

making. Since its inception , under the Merchant Shipping Act 

of 1850, the Marine Department of the Board of Trade had 

.consistently been a ccus ed by the shipovme r of interfering to 

43. Source s for thi s summary : Singh I . and Co1invaux R. 
Briti sh Shippin~ Laws . Vo1.13 Stev ens ( :London 1965 ) 
and ':Phe hi st ory and Dev elopmel:!t of Pr ot ecting and 
Indemni t;y Clubs . Iieport of advanced ~tudy group- No .109 
of the Insuranc e Institute of London ~ ··ondon(Jan .1957 ) 
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the detriment of the industry . This was despit e t he constant 

affirmation by the Board of 11r ade of its i mpartiality and 

its essentia lly laiss ez f a ire attitude , ep it omi s ed in 1866 

by Thomas Far rer, the Permanent Secretary of the Marine 

Department , 

"Th ey Cshipownerv must look to s elf-interest and 
not t o government regula tions , as the ~reat element 
of the safety of life _ on board Slli p ." (44 ) 

Two dec a des later, Thomas Gray , Assistant Secretary of the 

Board of Tra de told a Royal Commiss ion 

"Their Q30ard of Tradv policy with regard to merchant 
shipping l egi s lation, was to throvi a s much responsib­
ility on the shipovmer. They v,rere very much averse 
to any legi slative definitions of what s afet y was and 
what a shipo\rner ought to do.. The prevai l ing idea 
that ran through the whole of t hei r proposals is to 
throw on the 0\''111.e r the responsibility civi l and (45) 
criminal, and then to interfere as little as possible." 

Whilst this may sum up their aspirat i ons, they were increas­

ingly difficult to a chieve because of the growing a~ount of 

legislation they were called upon to enforce . It has been 

estimated that in the three decades following the Merchant 

Shipping Act of 1854 , there were no less than 50 Acts of 

Parliament relating to shipping. 

The friction between the Board of Trade and the shipping 

interes t was at its most intense during the period 1880-1885 

when Chamberla.in was President . His ivIerchan't Shipping Bill 

44. Journal of Society of Art s . Vol xix (1865- 6) 

45 . Report on Los s of Life at Sea (1087) op cit para .5220- 22 



- 42 -

of February 1884, the intention of whi ch was to make the 

safety of ships and .prev/s " an ohject of subst 2.nt i al p8c1)niary 

int erest to the ovmers rl by drastically altering th _ l aw of 

!llo.rine insurance by bringing shipowners wi th:i.n the s(:ope of 

the Liberal government ' s Employers ' Liability Act of 1880 , ( 46 ) 

caused the Hartlepool . Shipowners Society to p:co (;laim it 

"was designed to abo lish freedom of contract 
~ndl i s one of the r a shest measures ever 
i ntroduced into Parlia'1lent . " ( 47 ) 

. . . 

The general discontent of the time was summed up by W. III . Roche, 

re presenting the British Ship o\Nners Protection As s ociation, 

in his evidence to a Royal Commiss ion, when after criticis-

ing the Boar d ' s constitution , he cla i me d 

"the discontent; with the administration of the 
Board of Trade is so general, and all class es 
of shipowners have united so thoroughly and 
hastily against it, that it is quite i mpossible 
to believe that all this i rritation exists 
Yd. thout some just cau se . II ( 48 ) 

He went on to enumerate the defects of the Board of ~rade, 

the l ack of a dequately trained and qualified officials, the 

habit of t he department , during enquiries , to put inqui s itional 

questions to the shipowners, and finally he believed 

46. Alde r man G. 'Joseph Chamberlain' s Attempted Heform of 
t he ..British Mercantile Marine ' Journal of Transport 
Histor y . r ew Series Vol.l , No. 3 j;l'e b.l. g· r3 , p .r~ 

47. The Times Feb. 2~ , 1884 

48. Report Loss of Life a t Sea (1807) op cit para .19,053 



- 43 -

lIthe existine ill-feeling bctwe0n the shipovmors 
and the Board of Trude i s very larGe ly du(~ t o 
t he unfortunate method adopted in this country 
of ' arousing publ ic opinion ' us it is called p 

passing Acts of Parl i 2..ment afi'ecting ililflortant 
trades. This system hds h2d un effect of pl a cin.g 
the Board of Trade and parti cularly i ts President 
in the posit ion almost of public a ccuse: • .' of the 
shj.-powner . " ( 49 ) 

Gha."D.berla in, in his Bill , was t aking up the cause of 

Plimsoll who ha d been ' arousing public opinion ' s ince 1868 . 

The na tional campai gn organis ed by Pli msoll faced the ship-
, ~ 

owner with a n ew problem which their local asso ciations were 

inadequate to meet. In the se circumstances 1 the i L'lp ortance 

of national co-ordination was recogni sed and during 1876 

a Centra l Comr.J.itt ee was formed by northern Protection and 

Indemnity Clubs, and t wo ye a r s l ater t he Chamber of Shipping 

of the United Kingdom was established to repre sent t he ship-

owners' views more effe ctively t o the government and the 

public. 

At this juncture, l abour problems and relationships 

were still considered the province of the individual ship­

owner or, at most , the local society . Nevertheless attitudes 

towards labour were becoming of greater i mportance, the 

growing and diverse l abour forc e pre sented llew manager i al 

problems, often exacerbated' by the i mpersonalisation of 

ownership. In addition to which t he t echnological advances 

49. Ibid. para . 1 9 , 080, i'or s i milar com.rncnt s se e ibid 
DtL"r'llop N & par a . 20 ,511-29 . G-1over J . pa r a 13,514-22 
I-lorn J. par a . 20 , 011-4 and 20 , 01 6- 26 and Norwooo. G. M. 
para . 17 , 524-27. ' 
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necessitated a l arger fi.xed C[.!.})i. tal co:nmi tment mal\:ing the 

control of the l abour supply and the minimisat ion of vari ablG 

costs increas i ngly i n'lp ortant . This undoubtedly predif3posed 

the shipovmer to react s trongly to any sign of cornbination 

in the l abour force. 

It i s in the light of this i :1lp ort~!1c e of l 8.hour, in tho 

context of the technologica~, economic and poli.ti cal pressures 

of the period that the formation of tho Shippi ng Feder ation 

in 1890 and the subsequent confrontation with organised l abour, 

must be seen . 



CHAPTER IV 

SEAF.AHEl"tS 

The process of industrialisati,on of the shippL tg j n -

dustry obviously ha d i mportant impli cations for tho s e 

e:nployed in it. The changes the industry wa s underg oing 

in.volveCl. a concomita.'Yrt change in the nature of the l?bour 

force, vii th increa sed di versiI ication of function, l evel s 

of skill and sources of sup)ly . This, together vvi th chance s 

in the 'vvorkpl a ce environment, resulted in a shift in the 

balance of relationships both within the l abour force and 

between employer and employed. 

The change in the patterns of ownership and management 

W·,t .. thc growth of the l arge oli ,;opoly capite.list organi G8.ti'"L G 

and the del lise of tho small O\'mer , a s mentioned in the previou '~ 

chapter, mG ant that there was a gro ing degree of alienation 

between the employer and his work f orce, and to some extent 

the 10c2.1 co:nrn'.L."1.i ty . Thus the shipmaster was placed even 

more firmly in the position of 'employer ' as far as the 

individual rating vias conc erned . 

However , it i ..... an understanding of the changes in the 

nature of the labour force that ' ·s crucial to an appreciation 

of the pre s sures the s eafarers, and more particul~rly th . 

ratings, were under during the last quarter of the century. 

By the 880' s the transition from do . ina.'>'lce in the fleet of 

sail to that of steam propulsion had t aken place. This i s 

illustra ted in the Table below giving the pe:ccenta e of the 

l abour fo rce emp l oyed in t he t wo types of \ .. s sel : 

- ~, 5 -
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1851 
1854 I 
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1860 
1865 
1870 
1875 
1880 
1885 
1890 
1895 
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TABLE IV:l 

I Total Ser-:..men 
1~ in Sail Employed 

141 , 937 
162,415 90.2 

171.592 84 . 8 
197,643 80.2 
195,962 75.1 
199,867 63.2 
192,972 56.3 
198,781 45.8 
213,374 35.6 
212, 409 

~/~ in Stecl1TI 

9.8 
15.~ 

19.8 
24.9 
36.8 
43 .7 
54.2 
64.3 
70.2 

----
~_ 29.8 

SOURCE:- Statis tica l Tables and Charts: . British and Foreign 
Tra de and Industry Cd . 4954 (1909) 

The movement 'n t ho p oportion of labour employed from 

sail into s team began s lowly vith sli g tly less than onc 

quarter being employed in steam by 1870 . The pace qui ckened 

during the next t wo decades with a 41% changeover; by 1890 

nearly t wo thirds of the l abour force we re employed in steamw 

Ii; m.qy be seen from the Table) ho wev· . , tha t t he 8,(ivent 

of the steam and s teel technology did not result in a !l8.jor 

inere se in the labour force employed in the industry. Af"Gex 

s ome r ather r ap id expansion in the early 1850 I S f~rom 141,937 

in 1851 to 162,415 in 1854, and again in the early 1860 ' s 

reaching 197 ,643 in 1865, tho l abour force remainJd , in terms 

of numbers, rela tively stable. 

This umerica.l analysis mask'" me: ny important ':b.anO'c3 

wi t hin the l"lbour force it self . During the period of the 

Table t he f!, owth 'of s team propul sion nc eas' r.l{':.ly demanded 
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more div erGe functions for l a bour. Th8 tV/O i.i8clulOlog"ies 

existed side by side fo r more th:.L.'1 thirty yeu:cs, bO'~ll in 

the sense tha'~ there were sai l and. ste.'3.'TJ. chipf'; in the ±'lcct, 

but al..,o that in many ve ss ... ls sai l an d ste' m propuls j_on 

existed side by side , vi th l ittle pure .... team u;'1.til the 

1880 t s. Obvious l:J', under these cirCwlls t anc es ~ the pe~ cen'i.i a[:, e 

of th labour fo rce work ing in steam propelled ohip '" wah 

i ncre > ine an d by 1885 , more than h8.1f Wg re employed in. 

s"iJeaI 1 ve sel 0 

'J~ .he importa nce of this shift in the l)a ;: n e e or employ­

ment from sail to steam ve ssels ~as that :it made the l abour 

force more h e t erogeneous , particularly with the development 

of the three departmental structure . The eng ine room 

department , ex clusive to steam propulsion, was graft ed on 

to the exi s tin{;, structure , p a rticularly durinG the period 

· .... h ... t ... a {.1a j ori ty vf ve ssels claosc d as steamer cds ro i ~cl 

on sail pover. Th's entailed the creation of a new categ ory 

of off i c er , the engineer , who by virtue of the increasing 

dominanc e of the n e te c.h.nology became of g r o',ving it p orta...'1.c e 

in the on-board hierarchy . The i\laster ' s function waG 

curtailed since the method of propulsion was no ..l..ong r 

direct __ .y rela ted. to navigat iona l 8xpertise as waG the ca e 

under sail. For ratings the i mplica tions r .... ere l ess direct, 

but it clid ean t e erne ge c e of a category of sea f aro r vh 

requ i rf~d less skill and experience that'\ the traditional 

sailor and a breaking down of the s i ngle group and t ho 

cO~~l nity of interest whi ch existed in th a ilit g ship , and 
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/ ' 

vihich 'nero often f urthe r unde :cmi n c <1 bJr pay cl i f fe r -:= nt i als . \ 1) 

The el ~wrgence of the third , c a t e r L . ~~ , dep2.rt me nt wus 

only in pa rt 8.S a re",p onse to t cc.rillologica l ch ange . Ti e 

larg er ves~3 els, ma de possible by the us e of s t c t) l cf.nd stean , 

did of course imply, a.s a broa d g eneY'o.l:Lsa tion , 1 0.r £; e1' cre 'ilB, 

making ±~ormal catering a :::'Ta n g ement s a nec ess ity. More 

cru.cial to the development 'las t h e grm'!t h of t he pas seneer 

liner .' n the l a st qua rter of the C19th . The 9.r e e ~ ca le 

CQrrying of pa33engero obvious l y r equi l'ud a s i r:llla r ex:p8.n Si ull 

of crews to 'servi ce ' them, and i t was I n t hi s trade tha t 

the ca tering department g r G' '1 m9st r apidly . . 

The effect of the techn olog ica l c h :J.ng es <lnd the g rowi ng 

bre ak-up of the traditional tomoe;enous l abotr force into 

new categ ories with new and divers e f u nctions i s illust r a te<1 

in Table:IV:2 • 

Unfortunately , a detail ed bree.kdovvn ' s not available 

before 1891 . However , ' in orde r to obta' n s ome i ndication of 

the earl ier development , .the of ficial figures have been 

------~------------------------ -------------------------------------

1. A COi~nittee of Inquiry c ons i dere d f or ex ampl e , 'The 
r a ting or A. B. s hould oe 19 yea r s 0: a g e or ove r an d' 
have ha d three y ear s i service 8."" a c1 er::k h and. ' cont r ::l.p t ing 
rdtll I the work of a trimme r which i s e e.sily l ea rnt , 
whilst t h a t of a f i remDn rent ire . om _ judGe. e :~t 
exp erience .•• firemen should b e a t l east 18 year s of 
age a nd required to sr 0 \ ' s ix mon-r.h ' of s ervic e \; s 
trimmer •• • P Re-Dort of -elle Com:1i tt ee Ut1 T)ointeJ by the 
Boar<1 of Trade" t o Inqui re in~fhe !":[an idnr; o f _r d . t f s'h 
lilerchan-fs!iIPs . -:r=-Report ;-C- 8l27"J?-a rl . 1>apers-XL HTfBg.6) 
par a . E>2a:nd 6'4. 



TABLE IV: 2 CCNPARISON BY DEPAR'I'r"IEN'f AND GRADE C~ NlJMBE'R .-------------------
OF SEA?ARERS Et-f?LGYED I N FOl'£IGN TRADE 1851-190' 

r --r---' " --T~~-'--r- I 1 -____ u _ _ _ _ _ _ ~-! I I 
I CE ..... r fS ! I;::" f ~T t I.~' t cr"' . . f c: -t;'" ~ T " i~ t~ i ~N~_S I·,·sm~o ,. "iArp<"- P,-,T'!'Y. SATL ORS ! ";::~H'C'''~TTC~''' I 'CIO"'S 1l:'''tGINWr;'R- • _RDtE •• &. OTH''''R -;-1'''':;1'';"1;' I _d .EvJAPJ) I ~DRIJ_ -,C.'iS I CE!'I .... U.:> 
I '\n" ~ n £--' 1. ~ ..... . . t- ~ t..'::> O"""'ICER ·~ ...... . I r~ a;. w h ...... . .... :> : -' ' .1. .... £~ ~~ • • .::> m::JTF :-"'C'RS . u:.. "'d\; 1' ... I "COOKS t:""" . ... . 

.L,jr .n • 'L' 1' :> t! l. ''-!..l'lll:c. I 5< I ... .1. '-'" I TO.l.AL 

I I· i i I I ~ . I I ---r- ' I 
1851 I 1 6 ,81 2 II I 51 , 842 11,121 ! 1 ,5741 - : I I I 81,340 

I ! I 'I 31 0"'·1 ! O·? C ., i - . , , . ." l I I 
/0 i _0 .8 v4.0 14 I Co I'.' 26. 73 _~ i _) , 100 

1871 I E. f 745 10 , 529 I ! 50, 694 5,84 7 ! 1, 7,)3 1( (5 ,810~ (11,342) I Cl,988 ) (lOt 56S ) i (1 5 22»1116,59 5 i 
% I- 6 9 I 5 2 .. }. 5 I l.,s i

f 
(4.9) ~9.73) 11".1 0~;·7_!.36} · ~ (9 .. 06)10 .. 3») \1 100 Ii 

I • I! - , .... _,.J .J .::> ~ 

1881 1 6,206 111, 424 i 52,715 4,816 i 1 , 455 1(8,234 ) T(69 072) ! ( 2 ,818) (14,971) (1937) . 11120,649 ! 
0/ 
,0 

1891 

% 

I I I I I 

5 .. 1 I 9,,5 42.7 4, I 1 .. 21 (6.8) I (1 3.3) (2.3) '(1 2. 4 ) (1 .. 6 ) I 100 I' 

I I I I ' 

4, 465 I 9 t 620 2s 154 1 37,103 3 ,619 \ 1,064 1 8 , 4 72 1 17,258 2,711 15~722 I 2087 1104,275 I 

4 .. 3 9.2 201 i 36 . 0 3 .. 5 ! 1.0 I 8.1 16.6 2 .. 6 15.1 I 2 ,,0 I lCO I 
1896 4 ,3011 9tQ21 2 ,540 1 34, 357 4 , l 66 I 852 , 9)530 17,72? 2,257 16,523 ! 3073 I I06~247 -1 

% I 4 ,.0 I 9 0 J 2e 4- I 32",3 3 .. 9 ; 0.8! 9.0 1 6" 7 3. 1 15 .. 6 !. 2 .. 9 I' 100 

190}' I 3,792 I 9 J 469 I 2.991 :1' 30,905 2,894 I 796 ! 10 , 402 I :?O,393 :., 764 ! 19 ,451 I 1374 - 106 ,231 

_~~~6._!_8 .. 9 J 2 .. 8 I 29. 1 ~ 2.7 'I C,,7L ge8l lS~2 3.5 .. . L 18 .3 I 1.3 I _ 1(:l~ 

SOURCi::::- Cen~us of Population 

_to: .... 

\.fJ 
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extended backwards to 1871. irhis h ::ts be en done by taking 

the total employed in the new department vlhich was gi ' ell 

fro ;n that date and this has been broken down into separ8. ~.~ 

categories by nU.m'bers and pey' e:nt ages "on the asstmlptiOYl 

tha t the rates of gro'."(th of the individual departments was 

denoted by ( ) e 

The tabl ~ S110'.'''8 that the ef:scts of ·the charige j.:'1 the 

nature of the labour force V'las fe lt most by tho ratings . 

The Master.s and Mates remained relatively stable , vvith the 

Engineers being an addition, both numeric .~·Ll1y and to t he 

organisationa l structure of the vossel. Whereas the r at ing , 

al thot tY,h 0m:;)10yed in differ ent categories and new f'unct·' on 

did not expand to employ additional men for the new P"Llnction , 

in the main it was a redistribution of l abour "'ith the 

traditional category of sailor declining in both absolute 

" ~ ~ + . ' . t L-. 1" 0' c t" ~ t t ·: .. :r~r.l perCE:Ylc :....ge ... errns l.n l':'C _ u .). , ~ ", ~mpo.,..,v':1. ,0 

appreciate how funda.ment!:;!.l the effect of the stearn tech .. "1.010g y-

was on the employment of ratings; not only were there new 

c a.tegories of work , dema nd.ing less skill 3 .. na. exp erience, but 

eV~ll where the old catef,"ories rAruained , that was j,n the case 

of the de ck !"8.ting, there \'!US ce:nsj.de rable chc:<.nge in function 

and loss of skill. No longer 'vas the decle r at ing concerned 

with propulsion as v..nc.cr sa.'.l, bu't rat.b.er' vdth carrying ut 

p c.rttcul8.r' t 8.sks in Y'el8.tion '1.10 getting the vessel in and. 

out of port 2.nd onc e at sea, employed in s teerin:: and maint(~m-" 

ance '. A nore de·tailod. ::::..tlalysj. s of tho breakdown o±' '~hc 



TABLE IV :3 ~~~ER OF ~ATINGS BY DEP~~TMEN~ M~~ G~E - lS71=lSQ6 

j 
t 

!-------
I i A.~~S . . 
I Sa:1.J.ors Ur..aefl.ned 
l 

! Ordin~ry Sea'l1'~n 

i Bovs I ~ 
, 

TotLl Deck D~pt. 

% lSg1 1 1971 % \ 1881 

60, 694 i 7(),3 I 52, 715 I 5, .9 I 59,620 
I 

I 
I I I \ 8.020 

2, 410 \ 1,703 

62,397 

~ 

I 
1..9 I 

I 
1,455 

72.2 54,170 

1 .. 6 

61. 5 70 , 050 

Fire."r.en & Trilra~s (11,342) - 13.1 (16,072) 18e 3 

3. 2 

27, 230 

4,050 
(1) 

other Persons ( 1,988) 2. 3 2,818 
--------.+--------~---------+. r I ~---------------

1 
Total Engine D~pt~ 21.5 13, 330 15 .. 4 31, 280 18,890 

. Stewards (10,565) 12.2 
I 

% ~ i 

47.3 

6 .. 3 

1.9 

55.5 

21.6 

3 .. 2 

24 .. 8 

1896 

47,215 

5,255 

6,~e8 

1,975 

0,933 

24,535 

7,755 

,},,, I 

40t 3l 
I 

4.5 I 

5.5 

1.6 

I 51.9 

20.9 

6.6 

I Stewcrdesses 

I n4, ~~.,1) 1 1.0 I 22, ~OO I 1~~9 ~ 23.11: 

I 2,.:.40 J..06! 84..1 I 0.7 ! 
I I I I I I I 'Iotal Cat~ring 

I Grand Tot al 

D-;;!>t. ~(1(),56S) 12 .. 2 1,(14 , 971) 17.0 24, 740 19 .. 5 I 23,960 I 20 .. 4 i 
-- ! 1 ! ' (86~292) \ 100 I 88,031 100 I 126,070 100 117,183 I 100 ! 

L I .L- I ! 

(l) Including Tri~~ers1 DonkC)m~n, Oilmen and G~~ase~s 

(2) Figures ~11 brack~b:; ar~ -i:akt"::n from est.inates of ~t'ab1e IV: 2 abOVai:! 

Source: - Ccns1Js of Popul ation 

Vi 

t-J 
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the consequent underwining of the tradi tional l ab o'L ... r force 

is sho'.ffn in T8.ble IV:3. 

It i"" not possible to draw direct conclusions about 

these fundal11ental changes in the n2,tura of the labOUl' force 

and its function in relation to the development of 'Lmionis-

ation amongs t the ratings in the industry. In fact, greatnr 

het erogeneity, it might well be argued, v,rould miijigate 

ae;uj,nst 'Lilli ted national a ction "by rat:LngD as a eroup. Indeed. 

there are examples "here small loca l unions did exist of 

there being separate ::;ocie'tie .3 for sai10rs cU1d firemen . ( 2) 

The extent to vvhich the impact of the changeover was 

cus hioned by the high l ar)our turnover and the a 'oili ty of ' the 

employer to alter the componen~s of any partirn I Br crew to 

sui t particuJ.~~r technologi c a l condition£.I almost at will is 

difficult to judge . 

Tho high l abour turnover in the ir,0.1J. s try c c: n, to s ome, 

Axtent, 1)p. ilJ.u,8tr~1,t~c by the p.v ernG8 :::1[';e of the J.~.ho ,r 

force. Table IV: 4 indicate s the cons ist enily loyv averag e 

age of ratings in foreign goin.g vessels. Half of a ll 

r atings were below 25 years of' age and two thirds under 35 .. 

It also shows that the de ck department ratings tended t o be 

younger t han those in the enbine room. Ul1i'o !"tU.11 E1:t ely , tlll3re 

-----... ~-.-.- ,----,-------_._-------
2.. e. g ., In Hull the Hull SailoJ.'s ;'ilu.t"v, 1 Asso cla'l; " U ''. and 

J 

The Hull :,.'Lu:;'''ine F'renen ' s ASfJO ei 2,tion e~ciste c1. f-lide by :.3icle 
UU1' l' n u +he 1 ~)'~(I'J""" '1" ,I.. J' ] ·tl11e·'J' '"';' " 'lr;". ,,,, ,, 1-,;-,," ].' '" 'lonS'7 '!: 'o 'fo 'rill . t. u... ..... ,. U • .J I.. J. ... lJ _ • • Ct.. U-",_, ~ ,_" 11.0:;.. J v ..... to J..";' _ ''" v _ . _. 4-

" h ' - 1- r I ~ ,. ' -, ' ' t :) ~L' C t"tu .L .:iear:18.tl S 2..:1:10. l.larlJ1 , .!.' lre!l1Cn v:, iii a l galTI::r;,}(.l 
lGsoeiat:'LOn. I;'Iinu-GcI3 in pos:3e :3s1,vtl of .lio:(; iol18.l LIllion of 
~) eOJnen . 
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'f ABLE IV : <1 NU?·lliER CF' RXr:c !'GS BY DE FA R'l'M.S r '1' AND AG:i; --_._---'----- ----_ ... . _- ..... 

EHP ,OYED I N THE F' OI~El.GN 1'UADE _. 18 71-18S1l 

J.2 .. 9 4 • .46 9,,6 4 .. 1 2 ... ·9 2. 5 

36,,3 21 .. 74 33. 9 19 .. 1 29.4 25,. 3 

24 .. 7 26. 0 26 . 4 24. 9 23.9 28 . 6 
( 74,l ) ( 52.4 ) ( 70 .. 2) (48 ,,3) ( 56 .. 2 ) ( 56 ~ 5 ) 

.l.2DO 19 .. 38 13 .. 6 19 .. 7 15 a 7 19 . 6 
(86 .. 1 ) ( 71 .. 8 ) (8 3 c 8 ) ( 68 ) (71 .. 9 ) (75, 9 ) 

6 ,, 8 120 5 6 .. 7 14., 0 10 .. 5 11 ., 8 

3.7 7D·7 4 Q 6 9.2 7. '7 6 .1 

~ .. 2 4 6 2 .. 6 4.5 5.9 3 .. 6 

0,,3 ? .3 , r: 
_ .! J 

O.~ 0. 9 1 .1 0.9 0. 5 

0 .. 1 0 .3 C ~ .. ... 0.3 0 . 01 
(60 upwards ) 

0 .. 02 0., 07 0. 03 0 .. 11 

0 .. 0 2 0 ,.004. 0,,0 2 

I 
I 

I 
~_U, w rd , 

I '~'0 t al ;;:.11 
i lJ. :J~ ::; in grt)up 60 ,694 
I ::~'~~U~ 

! 52, 71 5 4~. 033l-33.672 17, 258 I 
__ L. ____ , _____ ._ . ___ . _______ ___ .. _) _______ .... ____ ____ . __ .1 

31,074 

-- _._ ..... _ ... . _ .... ---.. _----

est . of eng~ .. n,~ers in 1881. and 18'71, no o r dit .... ry se.;jr,\cn i n 189J.w 

$Otn~CE :- C MUS of Populntione 
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are no statistics available in thi s period for caterine 

r atings. The movement toviards a higher average age by 

1890 is in part accounted for by the fact that ordinary 

seamen are excluded from the figures for that year and 

these would have been the yo~~ger men. Nevertheless it 

does appear that there was an effective increase in the 

average age of ratings in foreign going ve s sels. 

The nature of the seafarers contra ct of employment 

(Articles ) also provided an important flexibility for the 

employer in times of technological change ~ The Articles 

were such tha t they terminated at the end of every deep 

sea voyage, therefore new crews with different levels of 

manning and expertise could be employed. Furthermore , the 

Articles bound the seafarer to a particular ship through 

the Master and not directly to the company owning the ship, 

therefore the movement into steam with specialised crews 

was facilitated. 

The position of the shipowner in relation to the supply 

of labour was also more flexible during the period. The 

advent of steam, as ha s been shovvn, resulted in a section 

of the labour force growing up which required less skill and 

experience than previously, thereby making the use of 

alternative labour easier. In ada.i tion, the shipowner was 

making greater use of the int ernational pool of labour made 

available after the repe al of the Navigation Acts in 1853; 

for exwnp1e, 7,321 foreign seafarers were employed in 

British vessels in 1853, but in 1854 that had nearly doubled 

to 13,200.(3) 

3. See Table IV:5 



I YEARS I NO. BRITISH PERSONS 
(U.K. RESIDENT) 

EHPLOYEI: 
i (EXCI .... LASCARS) 
! 
, 

, 1851-4 I 151,10 6 

I 1855-9 
I 
I 160,785 I 

I 1860-4 I 163,676 
1 

1865- 9 I 176,114 
I 1870-4 

I 
181,628 

! 1875-9 174,407 I 

1880-4 I . 170, 399 

1885-9 171,710 

1890-4 185,524 
-- - -- ---- --

TABLE IV:5 NUMBER OF U.K. RESIDENTS, FOREIGNERS AND LASCARS 

ENPLOYED IN BRITISH VESSELS 1851 TO 1894 

NO. OF 
PROPORTIU~ OF FOREIGN PROPORTI ON OF LASCARS 

FOREIGN TO 100 BRITISH 
NO. OF TO 100 OTHER BRITISH 

PERSONS 

I 
(£XCL. LASCARS) LASCArtS PERSOt'lS -

EMPLOYED 

8,003 5.3 - -
13,050 8.1 (950 ) (0.6) 

17,808 100 88 - -
20,630 11.71 - -
19,425 10.69 - -
22,393 12.84 - -
26,040 15.28 - -
25,709 14.97 18,159 10.57 

29,799 16.06 24,628 13.27 
-- -- -

. 
% OF TOTAL 

TOTAL LASCARS & 
FOREIGN 
PERSONS 

159,110 -
173,811 -
179,579 -
196,669 -
201,053 -
196,800 -
196,439 -
215,237 20.4 

239,951 22.7 

1. Lascars on Asiatic Agreement : Defined by census and registered as "The men included under this head are Asiatics 
and E~st Africans employed on vessels trading either from India to this country or entirely in Asiatic or 
Australi~n waters, and serving under agreements fincl1y deposited and retained in Asia." 

SOURCE:- Register of Seamen and Report of Select Committee on Nerchant Seamen. 1860 

I 

\.11 
\Jl 
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I1 I n t his c onnexion it mu s t be remembered that the 
f orei gn compet ition which marly 0 vne1's s o great l y 
fear is a conpet i t ion to whi ch the "Briti sh seamen 
::md fi r emen e!Upl oycd in our ships are alrcO-dy 
exposed in it s acutest f orm. Si nce the final 
repeal of the navigation l avIs, vvhich required that 
the master and thre e- f our t hs of the crew of every 

ship shoul d be Br i t i sh subj ect s , and r eser ved t he 
c oasting t r2.de ent i rely to British shi p and s ea­
men , t he whok world has been open as a re crtli tine­
ground to Br itish shipowners , v::ho h3.ve not been 
hampered i n t he ir sel ection by any re s triction as , 
t o c olour , l anguage , qualif icat i on, a6 e or strength. 
Consequently the British- born seaman ha s had to 
fac e competition with f oreigners of a l l nationalities , 
not excepting negro es , and Lascars , a competi t ion , 
more keen be cause employment on board ships i s more 
a cce s s ible t o f ore i gne r s t han i s any other description 
of British indu s t ry ." ' (4) 

A more deta iled analysis of the growth of f ore i gn s eamen in 

emp10yrnent in Briti sh ships is ill u s trat ed in Table IV: 5. 

The t able illustrat es the i ncrease in the l a bour force 

between 1851 and 1885, but '~hi s i s a mar gina l underest imation 

f or Lascars were not included i n the Regi ste r of Seamen 

f igur es until 1886. In t he mi d l 850s s ome 1 , 000 were 

recorded, ( 5) although thi s too may have been an U11derestim-

ation, cons idering t he spe cia l cons i der a tion given to them 

in the Merchant Shj.pping Acts of the 1850s . Pre sumably thei~ 

employment gr adually expanded, fo r when next recorded, in 

l886, there were no le s s than 16,673 La scars . In the next 

dec ade, 1886-1 896, the total incr ease was in the order of 

18.4%. In the half century, 1851 to 1901 , t he l abour force 

.increased by 75~S .. and the number of Bri t i sh seamen ( excluding ) 

Lasca r s ) by 27%, an increas e confi ned in the mai::l to t he two 

decade;::, 1851 - 1871. Hen ce the expansion in t he demand for' 

a. ~vr . 
l ann~ng of British Merchant Shi ps (1896 ) op cit par a .26 

5. Report of Selec t Commi t tee 011 !,~erchant Shipping ( 53 ) 1860 
Parl . Papers xii i 
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labour Vias not ~ by and l arge , enjoyed in the U. K. r es ident 

s eaman , but by the fo r ei gners and lascars . As t he t able 

i llustrates the number of U. K. r es i dent seamen aft er the 

early 1870's is approximately 175,000. t he exception being 
J 

the early 1890's, the average t able maski ng the serious 

contra ct:i.on 0:' 1886 8~1'1d 1887 . Fore i g:ne r s i ncre2.sec. fairly 

constantly after 1874 in both numerica l and per centage terms . 

A simil ar expansi on was experienced by l a sca r s nfter 1886 . 

In this way a sit uation was created 'f.'here , during the l ast 

two decades of the century, from more than one fifth to over 

a quarter of the l a bour force consisted of non-U . K. r esident s . 

The U.K. seafarers found themselves in strenuous competition 

f or employment , under their orm flag , in what ha d become an 

international job market. 

The employment of foreigners in U. K . registered vef3sels 

had expande d r apidly since the middle decade s of the C19th 

as t he f ollowing t able i ndicates : 

Percen.~8;~f Forei~ners Empl oye d in Bri ~ish Ships 

Year Year % 

15 . 2 
14.9 
16.0. 

19.3 

4.0 
7 . 7 

10 . 1 
12.2 

1851 to 185 3 
1854 t o 1867 
1861 to 187 6 
1877 t o 1881 

~------_------~I ----__ ._---~----------------~--------~ 

1880 to 1884 
1885 to 188 9 
1890 to 1894 
1895 to 1899 

SOURCE: - Report by Mr. Thoma s Gray , 22nd 11.1arch , 1886 to 
~oyaJ. Commi ssion on :L0 s..s of Li fe at Sea. 
Cmlld .5226, p.5 

Gener al Register of Seamen 
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By the 1880 's, foreiBners constituted over 15~ of oea-

fare rs in real t erms Gome 26,040 (1830-84 ). Hor/ever, the 

general f i gures do not give q proper indicati on of the 

competitive pres sure f or er~lployrnent whi ch foreign seamen 

cons tituted s inc e they were by no neans evenly distributed 

b~t\'Ve8n the various trades 2.8 the fo11o'."liI1..g illu.strates : 

TABLE IV:7 

PerQentage of Fore i rm (-'eafarers 
Employed in British Ships by Tra de 

Census Home and Coast al Foreign Trade 
Years Trade Total Sail Steam 

1871 6.6 15.6 - -
1881 19 .3 - -
1891 2.8 20.1 26 . 8 17.3 
1896 22.5 30.8 19.7 
1901 14.9 4.1 26 .0 37.0 23 .8 
1906 13.3 3.5 26 .1 38 .7 26 .1 

SOURCE:- Census of Population 

The Home and Coastal trade constituted approximately 

30% of the total employment in the industry ; here f oreigners 

made very little impres s ion during the period. The real 

impact of the f orei gn s eamen i s in t he foreign t rade ; in ' ~1 \ 
I 

o 

foreien going seamen by the begi nning of the 20th century • 

. h i s percentage was overshadowed by the percentage in 

sailing vessels beginning in 1891 at over one quarter it 

increases to little short of t wo fifths by 1901, by which 

time they constituted approxi mately Olle quarter .of seafarers . 

It i s possibl e to analyse the f oreibrne rs employed further in 

terms of the particular occupationa~ grades . See Table I V:8 . 
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TABLE IV:8 % OF FOREIGN SEAFARERS 

IN U.K. FOREI GN GOING VESSELS 1871 TO 1901 

CAPACITIES 1871 
~------------------+---

MASTERS 

MATES 

PETTY OFFICERS 

SAILORS 1 

BOYS 

STEWARDS , COOKS ETC. 

MASTERS 

MATES 

PETTY OFFICERS 

SAILORS I 

BOYS 

STEWARDS, COOKS ETC . 

ENGINEERS, FIREI1EN 
AND Tf<IMMERS 

ALL VE 

2. 5 

3.5 

24. 0 

3.3 

9 .. 2 

I 1881 

SSELS 

3 .. 2 

3.1 

-
37.4. 

6.6 

-

-
-
-
-
,-
-

6. 4 

1891 1896 

SAIL --
3.5 2.6 

4.4 4. 3 

29.,0 35.3 

39.0 45. 5 

8.9 1 7.5 

22.4 25.4 

STE.~}1 

3.5 3. 8 

4 6 402 

26.1 28.8 

29.5 34 .. 5 

10.9 17 .. 4 

11.3 12.4 

2.8 2.2 
18.7 23 .. 5 

23,236 1 25,884 

--
27,446 

1-------------+-----
NUHBER ENtJr1ERATED 

1 ABS, ORDINARY SEAMEN AND SAILORS 

SOURCE:- Census of Population 

1901. 

2.5 

4. 1 

46.9 

52.3 

23. '7 

29. 0 

202 

2.8 

37,,3 

39.6 

g e 3 

1404 

2 .. 5 
3406 

~,--~ 

32,614 
- ' 
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]'oreign-going British officers , i. e., Masters, Mates 

and Engineers, in both [:lail and steam, are never seriously 

challenged; in all ca ses the proportion is well below 57; . 

It i s among ratings that the incursion of forei~1ers was 

most evident. In steam ves se ls they constituted not less 

than 30~~ of deck ratings by 1891, and 407~ a decade later. 

Firemen and Tri~ners experienced a simil ar expansion; from 

a lower base t hey made up over one third of engine room 

ratings by 1901, whilst over 101; of cooks and s tewards were 

foreign after 1890. 

It is among l~at ings in sail that by the l ate 1890 t S 

foreigners had become the dominant grouping and among petty 

officers and sailors that they mode the most headway . These 

were, in fact, the sa~e group of men, f or promotion and 

demotion are l arge ly due to age , experience and luck. Sail 

as a proportion of total employment in the industry was, of 

course, contracting , but it still cons tituted 56.3% of total 

employment in 1880, 35. 6~; in 1890 and 20. 3% in 1900 , a not 

insubstantial number in real terms . 

Thus the genera l estimates grossly underestimate the 

impnct of foreigners on certain groups , especially ratings 

on foreign-going ve ssels, with those in sailing ships under 

mo s t competitive pressure with the loss of job opportunity 

Gray in his report of 1886, refines this further . 

"The returns seem to indicate that few foreigners are 
carried by the l arge steam.ships in reeular trade, but 
in certa in clns ses of s tearner and in long voyage and 
colonial sailing shi ps , l arge proportions are often 
t aken. Few foreigners are employed in the home and 
coasting trade." (6 ) 

6 . Report to the Right Honourable The President of the Board 
of Trade and to the Royal Corruni ssio11 011 Loss of Life a t sea 
by Ass i stant Secretaries to the Board of Trade.- March T813'b 
0 . 5226. p.9 
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TABLE IV:9 PERCEN1'AGE OF FOREIGN SEAf1EN WHO 

SIGNED ARTICLES IN SELECTED POHTS DURING 1885. 

(EXCLUDING MASTERS AND LASCARS ) 

PORT % FOREIGN SEft~EN - -
ABERDEEN 8.5 

CARDIFF 21.5 

CARDIFF (PENAR'l'H ) 24.1 

GLASGCW 7.2 

HULL 23.8 
, . 

LIVERPOOL 9 .0 

l:'ONDON (POPLAR ) 16. 2 

LONDON (VICTORIA DOCK ) 6.2 

NEWCASTLE-OU-TYNE 20. 7 

SHIELDS, r ORTH 25.3 

SHIELDS, ~OU'l'H 23.4 

SOUTHAl"1PTON 2.9 

AVERAGE AT.JL PORTS IN 1..4 
SURVEY (30 ) 

SOUR~~:- Loss of Life at Sea. Appendix B. p.25 
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This is confirme d when the proportion of f oreic;ners 

s hipping in certain port s i s compar ed. HiC;h levels a re 

evident in tho se ports vii th a concent r ation of tramp tonnage, 

as Table IV : 9 for 1886 indica te t3. It can be seen that, in 

tramp ports like the Tyne, Gardiff and Hull, the percentage 

is ill exce ss of 2l~£ , whilst in mainly liner ports like 

Southampton it is only 2%, :tn Glasgow 7% and Liverpool 9% . 

The Board of Trade i ssued a circular in 1885 in connection · 

with the above enquiry to gather particul ars which engaged 

the highest proportion of fore i gners durine the year in the 

ma jor ports mentioned above. 

"These shovved that out of 276 cases 

23 ships had over 80% of foreigners 

33 between 70 and 80% 
60 between 60 and 700

/.. Iv ' 

53 between 50 and 60% 
37 between 40 and 50~~ 

29 between 30 and 40~~ 

18 between 20 and 30% 
23 had under 20~; (7) 

In other words, among these se lected vessels , 60% had 

in excess of 50r~ of their crews made up of foreigners. 

CommentillG on these figures, the Report on the Manning of 

British Merchant Shipping (1896) said 

"Remembering that the percentage of foreigners amongst 
Masters , off icers, apprentices 2.nd boys i.s very low, 
it may be aS3ulned that a l a r ger proportion of the \ ( 8 ) 
A.B.'s employ ed in the s e 276 selected. were f oreigners . " 

7. Ibid p.5. 

8. Report on th~_}1~~i~_;: ._Bri ti2.h TI1 erchal1t~hippinet 1896 
op cit. para . 2S-
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A statement no less true for the port t able above , which 

only excludes l\Iasters , seamen being clefined as every other 

crew member . 

The situati on was such that an i ndividual Brit i sh r ating 

could find himself alone or in the minority on board a 

British ve s sel . 

II With a heterogeneous collection of nationalities 
comprising her crew a ,ve ssel must be a very 
undesirable pla'ce for British seamen of good 
training and repute to Y~,ork in." ( 9 ) 

In general , foreigners \\'ere no-Ii employed at lower ]_evels 

of payor conditions , a lthough , of course , the sterun ship 

and in particular , liners, paid higher wages than the 

sailing ve ssels in which the foreigners were concentrated . 

Gray V'lrites , 

"I find they are not paid less wal!'es than British 
seamen and that British and foreign s eamen are 
fed ali lce ." (10 ) 

The exception in the evidence on which this generalisation 

is based is of some interest. For exrunple, during the wage 

agitation in Aberdeen in April, 1885, foreigners were br ought 

in by hlne and Co., shipowners, vvho stated, 

"as the Aberdeen seamen would not ship at the current 
rate of wages they sent to Norway for crev/s . They 
f ound f oreign seamen as suitable in the timber tra de 
and less troublesome. 1t (11) 

A similar exc eption seems t o have been at Cork where the 

9. Ibid para .35 

10. Report to the Ri~ht Honourable the President of the 
Board of Trade 1896 . op cit p.6 . 

11. Ibid Appendix C. p .26 
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IITercantile r,larine Superintendent 'hTote in 1886 , 

"Almost none of the trained British s eamen in the port 
a re able to ol)tain em!l l oymcnt o\'ting to the gr eat Hnd 
general depre ss ion in ~he shipping t r ade, which 
f2.vours forei gners , 'l-vho are better clothed, and more 
likely to engage on ee.s j.er terms and will submit to 
harsher treatment ." (12 ) 

A survey f or the same report , of 13 porte employing subst-

antial numbers of foreigners in February, 188 6, set out to 

discover whether they took le ss wages or ac cept ed inferior 

dietaI"'J scales , concluded on wages in ;\hddlesborough , 

'occasionally ' and in thre e other port s ' not as a rule' . On 

diet all ports said there was no di f ference. Newport , one 

of the 'not as a rule ' ports, commented , "No, but if diet 

is inferior Bri tish seamen complain more readily than fore i gn­

ers .,,(13) 

The other, and important element in the challenge from 

the int ernational pool of l abour was the Lascars and, to a 

le sser extent , colonial seamen. La scars have 'served in U.K. 

registered ves sels since at least the l a tter part of the 

C18th, but t he ir ntunbers had increased r apidly during the 

third quarter of the C19th when, in 1886, they v/ere included 

in the figures of the General Registrar they numbered s ome 

16,673 or 9.3~~ of U.K. seamen ( see Table IV: 5). Such 
I 

gener al figures again tend to underestimate the complexity of 

the situation ; Table IV: 10' attempt s to c1ari~'y s ome of the 

problems . 

12 . Ibid Appendix F. p .31 

13. Ibid Appendix D. p. 30' , 
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TABLE IV:10 NUMBER OF LASCARS EMPLOYED IN BRI.TISH SHIPS - 1891-1906 

CENSUS NUMBER EMPLOYED IN NUMBSR ~1PLOYED IN 
% OF TOTAL SEA}!EN 

% OF SEl\l"LEN IN 
T0rAL VESSELS TRADING ENTIRF..LY VESSELS TRADI NG WITH UK STEl.M FOREIGN YEAR 

AEROAD (% OF TOTAL ) 
IN ALL VESSELS 

TRlJ)E VESSELS 

1891 21,322 10,535 10., 787 15.8 21.8 
(4,420) • (50.6%) 

1896 27,911 13,100 14,811 15.5 24.4 
(4.621 ) ( 53.1%) 

I 

1901 33,505 14,680 18,930 18.0 
.1 

25.8 
(5, 893 ) (56.3%) 

1906 I 38,386 14,924 23,501 19.0 25.5 
1(61 664) (61.2%) 

• These ere colonial - seamen - mainly from Hong Kong and Straits settlement and are not included in 
total or other columns. 

SOURCE:- Census of Population 

0\ 
\Jl 
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These census f i gures sho rl that, by 1891, 15 ~ 8~s of all 

s eamen wer e Lascars. These wer e con centrated a l mos t sol~ly 

on s team ve s s els . For exampl e , in 1891, 93 s eamen s hipped 

as r a ting s on sailing vessels . 'Nhen an analysis is ma de of 

foreign-going vessels, Las cars constituted no l es s than one 

fi f -th. to one quarter of all seamen by the last decade of the 

c entury. They ha d made substantial inroads into emplo~nent , 

but exactly how far and to what effect is difficult to 
.. ' 

calculate . Over one half of their number we r e employed in 

v essels tra ding with the U. K.; obviously U. K. resident seamen 

could easily have been employed. The smaller percentage 

s ailing almos t exclusively out s ide U.K . waters present the 

problem. It ha s been argued that U. K. resident seamen did 

no t wi sh to sail in these ves sels, which only returned to 

the U. K. occasionally fo r dry do ck , r efit and the like. But 

what must be remembered i s that the Master , all the Deck and 

Eng ineer officers, quartermasters , carpenters and s torekeepers 

were U. K. resident seafarers , and apparently quite willing to 

remain outside the U. K. for considerable periods • . It can 

t herefor e be a rgued that a nwnber substantially l a r ger than 

one half of the jobs occupied by Lascars , i f va cat ed, would 

have been filled by U.K. seamen. 

This applies to all job opportunities ~ like foreigners , 

Lascars were not in the market for all occupations . There 

were very few in sail, and no off icers a t all ; they were 

c ompeting only f or the pos ition of rating . 



r 
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Lasc a r s as a Perc (m~.ss..e of ::111 Ratin~~~ 

1'11 P' 'gn r<' ~terJ \\.l Vo :,'sels _, orel.:-. -:~~.?l~~{~~ _~--:....;_G_.o.! _____ _ 

Census Year 1891 1896 1901 1906 
-

P.o. in Deck 21.0 25 .2 28 . 3 27.1 Department 
Sailors 28 . 4 30.6 31.7 32.7 
Firemen and Trimmers 30.2 38 .0 39.1 39.3 
P.o. Engine and other 33.0 28.8 31.1 30.5 Departments 

.- .z, 

Stewards and Cooks 24.2 28 .5 28.8 24.6 

* All ratings i.e., U. K. and Foreign 

SOURCE:- Census of Popula tion 

Their impact amongst r atings had developed until, by the 

1890' s , they constitut ed between one quarter and two fifths 

of all sa ilors , in U. K. terms A. B.' s and Ordinary Seamen . 

Amongst firemen and trimme rs there were even greater propor-

tions and since the figures include foreign seamen for U. K. 

re sidents a lone, the proporti on would be hi gher . However , 

this must be t empered by the f act alre~dy discussed that 

some vessels r arely rea ched the U. K. and therefore it is 

diffi cult to know how far they offere d potential job oppor­

tunities. If, say , 10% were deduct ed from these totals to 

cover these se ctors , ihe figures are s till not insubs t ant i al . 

What is being argued here i s that, while foreigners and 

Lasca rs were being introduced into the general employment 

level within the U.K. f leet during the l ast three of four · 

decades of the C19th, the f igures mask a f ar more serious 

in ~ursion f or the rating and his job market . An incur~ion 

which by the 1880s meant that it was not unusual for the 
.-

ma jority of r atings to be of mixed f ore i gn nationality . A 
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TABLE IV:12 SEA11EN UNEMPLOYED: ESTIMATES BASED ON CENSUS - 1891-1906 
(EXCLUDING LASC.1l.RS AND FOREIGNERS) 

APRIL 5TH 1891 f-1ARCB 25 1896 MARCH 31 1901 APRIL 4 1906 

DEFINITION NUMBER % NUMBER % NUMBER % NUHBER % 

MASTER & NATES 5,340 20.8 4,829 16.6 4,410 15.8 4,207 15.2 
ENGINEERS 29 941 20.,8 2,557 16.6 2,645 15.8 2,968 15 .. 2 

PETTY OFFICERS 2,3 28 20 .. 8 1,887 16. 6 3, 280 31.5 1,657 15.2 

SAILORS I 14,591 20 .. 8 10,119 16.7 8,640 15.8 7,727 15.1 

FIREMEN I 6,509 20.8 10, 718 16.6 5,704 15.9 6,240 15.2 

STEHARDS 4,875 20.8 3,975 16.6 4 ,360 16.0 5,093 15".2 

OTHERS 1,658 20.7 I 1,943 8.3 1,133 12.2 1,298 15.2 

TOTAL 39,242 20 .. 8 I 30,345· 16.6 28,874 15. 9 29,190 15.2 , 

TOTAL CENSUS 188,480 100 182,800 100 181, 900 100 192,173 100 

CENSUS % 
UNEMPLOYED I 14% 12% 12% 12% 

TOTAL REGISTERE b 
SE./u."tEN • 216,443 212,040 226, 4 24 226,424 
(EXCL. LASCARS) 

SOURCE:- Census of Population 

I 

--

0'. 
OJ· 
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similar trend being evident in s team by the late 1880's 

,{/heTe, among deck r at ings , foreigners !nude up 25~~, not 

including Las cars. If the cQrJpetition fro, LascCl.l'S is 

also taken into consideration there can be no doubt that 

U.K. resident ratings, despite the apparent security of 

tho Homo and Coastal trade, wore i~ ficrce c()mpct:Ltion for 

jobs within their own home fleet during the last quarter . of 

the Cl9th, and it was a conte st that they appear to have 

be en losing irrevocably . The Manning Comrl1i ttce s t ated: - . 

"It vlould appear th2.t in 1891 the 'vvhole number of 
seamen employed in the foreign trade of the United 
Kingdom ras 131,375, of whom 22 ,0 52 were foreigners , 
and 21,322 ere Lascars, nearly 33 per cent .in all 
being non-British . The ntunber of A.B.' s in the 
foreign trade was 40,625 of whom 12 , 226 were forej.gn­
ers, and 6 , 953 were Lascars , or over 47 per c ent . 
non-British . " (14 ) 

The impa ct of such competition from forej.gn l abour must, 

of course, also. be vi ewe d from the standpOint of the level 

of demand for l abour in shipping, which is t some extent, 

refl ected in the unemployment figures . There is little long 

or short term statistical evidenc e of the extent of employ­

ment among seafarers in the c19th until the Census of 1891 . 

Table IV: 12 illustrates the extent of it in t he 1890 ' s and 

the first dec ade of the C20th, which is a little beyond the 

period but it C8...Yl be utilised as an indicator of previous 

trends. This table is based on the Censu s eRtimates of 

.seamen unemployed on Census day as a percentage of the total 

number of seamen required and availabl e . The Census es i m·­

ates are based on the fol lowil'lg : 

14 . Report on Manning uf British i',1erchant Ships (1896 ) 
op cit . para. . 28 --
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"It i s from time to time as~.mmed, in default of any 
sure basis , tho.t tho tot8.l number of per:::;ons required 
and avai l able to p.Jan the frJe rc c .. ntil P. 1v,e.rJ of the 
United IU.l1Cdo!11 is fe'.irly rC;Jr(=centcd by the total of 
t he persons el1f~o.ged for the first ereVv' of eQch vccsel 
cmployed durine the ye a r and remaining on the r egis-cer 
at t he end of the yea r." 

"This as rmr.1pt ion may or may not be corre ct, but if 
it fol lows that the differences betvcen this t otal 
and the tot,,-'..l of the meL1 c!tlployeQ clt c..wlj 0n8 time 
represents the ' ReservG Army' of se a.rnen who may, 
speaking in genera l terms , be regarded as 
' Unemployed' a t any part i cular moment . " 

"If t he 2.s sumptj.on i s corre ct the number of seamen 
'unemployed ' a t anyone time should, on average, be 
just sufficient to man the -ve ssels unemployed at 
that time ( si c ) upon this assumption about 14% of 
the t ota l nU.!llber of seamen vle r e tIDe!.;. ployed • •• This 
is equivalent to seamen being unemployed about seven 
or eight weeks in the year, and if it i s agreed tha t 
seamen are , as a matter of fact , unemployed f or 
about this period ea ch year the assu.rnption is to a 
great extent conf ir ed ." (15) 

It is argued below, on official evidence , that ' the 

tot al of the persons engaged for the first crew of each 

ve ssel' i s an overestimation. Hence it can be a rgued tha t 

the figure i s s omewhat hie;ller , nearer possibly to tha.t in 

the t able, except i ng the 20 . 8~~ of 1891, which in the 

conditions of t he industry a t the time app ears to be s omewhat 

high . Yet this i s a close approxi mation to the f i gure 

suggested by the seamen ' s l eader , f or ratings unemployed 

or temporaril y employed on shore in 1891. He stated , 

15. Popul ation Censu s : The Number , Age , Nationalities and 
Capacit i es of Seamen Serving on the 5th April, 1891, 
on Ves sels Registered in The United Ki ngdom . (1893 ) 
0.7133. p . l2. Repeat ed exactly in all l ate! census 
until 1911. 
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"No, they are not Board of Trade figures , I will rend 
the figures agnin . You must add to that fi cure 2.t 
least 20 , 000 sC'.:l l ors and fil"eU!.0.n of British nntion::tl­
i ty out of eHlployment i-~l1d te::J.por2.rily G:::lploy8d 011 

shore. This Ilould brir:.[~ the t 'yt<ll up to 1 .. 3 ,342. 
Then there ar e cooks aJd stewardc of Brit i s h 
nationality numberin-s 23,148 (that i s Board of Trade 
fi gure s ) and out of e::J.ployrnent and temporarily 
e::l.ployed on shore say 5 , 000 , t hat i s my f i gure . This 
v\'Ou1d make a tota l of sal] ors, cooks , f,tew:3.rds n.nd 
ordinary searaen of 146, 490 ." (J.6 ) 

Sugeest ing an u.nemployed or tempor arily employe d ashore 

level of between 17~~ and 21r; among r ating s . The' educated 

guess ' was l ar gely conf i rmed by the other s ide of the 

i ndustry i n the person of t he Manager of the Shipping 

Federation in his evidence to the Royal Commi ssion on Labour , 

"We s ay that a t the present day (July 29, 1891) all 
Bri ti sh sea.;nen could not be employed even if the 
v'Ihol e of the foreign seamen 'Vere back in their ovm 
country." (17) 

There were 30,267 or 16 . 26%. of all ranks , excluding Lascars, 

employed in the fleet i n that year . 

It can t entatively be suggest ed tha t the estimates of 

the table are nearer the l evel of seafarers ' unemployment. 

Although from the relentle ss uniformity of all ranks and 

16. Report of the Committee Appointed by the Board of Trade 
to Inquire into Certain ' ·u estions Af:L'e~ting the Merchant 
Marine . ii - 'ili nut es of Evidence. Cd . l609 . (1903) . 
Evidence Mr . J.H. Hilson. 10 April, 1902 . para .5326 . 

17. Royal Commi ssion on Labour. Minut es of Evi dence . 
Group ' TI ' Volume 1 (C. 6708 ) h"'videncc lir . G. A. Laws, 
29 July, 1892 . Q5420 . 



TABLE IV: 13 PERCENTAGE ESTIMATES OF UNEMPLOYED 

Source 1891 1896 1901 1906 1911 
Seamen Mathemetical Census Estimates 20.8 16.6 15.9 15.2 14.7 

Seareen Census Estimat~s 14.0 12.0 12.0 12.0 -
Bever "idge Estimates 3.5 3.3 3.3 3.6 -
Hobson Index - Number of Employment 

99.4 99 .3 99.0 98 .7 99.3 (1900 ... 100·) 

Briti.sh Labour Annual Statistics 3. 5 3.3 3.3 3 . 6 3.0 
, 

British Labour Month of Census - 3.3 3.4 3.2 2.8 

Mitchell & Dean. P~l Trade Uni on Returns 3.5 3.3 3. 3 3.6 3.0 

Mitchell & Dean. Engineering, Metal and 
4 . 1 4.2 3.8 4.1 3.4 1· Shipbuilding Un5.ons . 

----- - -- --------------------- - --

.Mitchell B.R. and D~an P. Abstract of British Historical Statistics (Cambridge University Pres~ 1(62) 

British Labour Statistic~l Historical Abstract 1886 - 1968 H.M.S.O. lq76 

.....J 
~ 

I 
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r atings levels it would sec~ that some general valuation 

Vias made to which all group s we re then mathematically related. 

Hence, v/hile agreeing broadly wi til t he general figure it 

is impl au s ible for each group to have a chieved the smne 

l evel of employncnt or unemployment. 

Such a crude analys is t akes no account of seusonal 

variations , the l ack of economic activity, conditions in 

different trades and ports, employment in sail, steam, liner, 

tramp or coasting tOlmage. Seafarers were, of course, one 

of the extreme examples of itinerant, or peripatetic casual 

l abour. They oscillated between steam and sail, trade and 

tra de, obeying the dictate s of circumstance , deck r a tings 

being the obvious example. 

In Table IV:13, the unemployment levels of seamen are 

compared with the genera l level of U11employment and those 

of other groups. 

The t able highlights the extremely high level of 

unemployment among seafarers , on both criteria compared with 

the general figures and those of the skilled trades. The 

movement in the general figures bears little relation to 

tho se of see .. ,nen , but this may be due to the long gap between 

census figures. 

As with all casua l l abour, unemployment for seafarers 

was an inescapable phenomenon during the period. According 

to the 1891 census, quoted above, the annual aver age was ' 

seven to eight weeks , in l a ter census it was assessed at 

six or seven v·reeks. This is an annua l average and as it was 

by no means unuf.mal in tramps, and particularly sailing 

tramps , for voyages to l ast cons iderably longer than a year 



- 74 -

this average, as ha s a lready been argued, may be an under­

estimation . But even on thi s basis, seafarers would have to 

serve regular and often long period:=:; of unemployment . Like 

British seamen, excludine; Lascars where levels of unemploy-

ment are completely unkno~n , foreigners sailing in U.K. 

vessels were unemployed in similar proportions . 

flIt is assumed that the proportion of Fore i gners is 
the same among the 'unemployed as among the employed. 
So f ar, however, as the ' unemployed ' ashore in the 
United Kingdom are concerned it is probable that the 
proportion of Foreigners is some',';hat le ss than among 
the 'employed', f or it is not unlikely that a certain 
number of them vlill spend their time ashore in their 
o'lm country ; more over , f oreigners in crews shipped and 
dischar ge d abroad, whilst increas ing the number of 
employed foreigners , do not swell the number of the 
'unemployed' in the U.K." '(18 ) 

The pre sence of s trong competition in the job market 

is oft en a ccompanied by an intensification of the workload 

particularly where an incJ.ustry i s undergoing ma jor techno­

logical change and l abour i s unorganised . The cons truction 

of an even vague ly acceptable ga..u,ge of workload of seamen 

during the l ate C19th presents as yet unsurmountable problems . 

Attempts to make a partial productivity measure which -

requires the r a tio of t wo indexes, an output index and an 

input index , f a iled for l ack of adequate information on 

production of sail and steam in te rms of ton miles . The 

magnitude of the s e difficulties increases in an industry 

~ike shipping where ca:s:>ital is being subs tituted for l a bour 

in both sa 'l and s t eam , and the grO'l'lth of efficiency in all 

sectors is evident in the declining costs of ocean tranA-

18. Population c,ensus . 1891 op cit. p .13 



TABLE IV: 14 · TOTAL SEN-lEN Er'lPLOYED: % rnPLOYED, RATIO MEN PER 100 'feNS I N STEAM AND SAIL 

1854 - 1895 

~------~----------------------~~------------------------~---------.---------

SAIL STE.AM 

YE.a.R % OF TCtrJ;;L RATIO % OF TOTAL RATIO NUHBER RATIO 
EMPLOYED LABOUR Ef~PLOYED LABOUR 

1854 90.2 4.2 9.8 . 7.5 162,415 4.4 

1860 84 y 8 3.8 15.2 6.5 171,592 4.0 

1865 80 0 2 3.4 19.8 5.6 197,643 3.7 

1870 75.1 3.3 24.9 4.7 195,962 3.5 

1875 - , - ~3 . 2 I 3.1 36.8 3.9 199,667 3.4 

1880 56.3 I 2.9 43.7 3.3 192,972 3.0 ,. 
la8S 45.8 2.7 54.2 2.8 198,781 2.8 

1890 35.6 2.9 64.3 3.0 213,374 2.9 

1895 29 .. 8 2.6 I __ 70.2 2.8 212,409 2.7 

SOURCEt- General Register of Shipping - Parl.Papers 

-...l 
U1 
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portation aftel' the mid J-810n s hown by :falling freigh.t rates. (19) 

The l ack of any estimates as to the intensi f ication of sea-

f C3.r er s ' v.rorkloa ds n ecessitates turning to cont emporary 

r eports of Commissions and Commi tteea, the literature 88 well as 

. to Board of Trade estimates of the ratio of men employed per 

hundred tons. Table IV: 14 highlights t vlO inter-rt; l a t ed 

trends, the movement in the _proportion of l abour employed 

from sail to steam and the fall in the number OJ: men per 100 

tons. Beginning s lowly, with slightly less than one quarter 

being employed in steam by 1870, the pac e quickens during 

the next t wo decades with a 41% changeover with nearly two 

thirds of l abour in steam by 1890. In general terms , there 

i s a lso a steady fall in the number of men employed per ton 

throughout the period. The break in the trend in 1890 is 

due to s t atistical changes, the inclusion of Lascars , masters 

and others in the figures post 1886, and can there f ore be 

i gnored . The ratio figures can be criticised for under­

estimating the actual extent of the do vmward trend, f or they 

were ba sed on register figures usually provided when a vessel 

was new, and in virtually all cases they were shovll1 to be 

lower in practice . This was to some extent confirmed by 

the princ i pal clerk to the marine Department of the Board of 

Trade in 1894. Examining the returns of the Court of Inquiry 

19. Deakin B. M. and Seward T. J?roduct ivity in Transport. : 
1\ Study of Em loympnt Capit al, Output Pro d1.l~tivity 
and Techni ca l Ch<lI l;C!, e . Unl vers i ty o:r' Gambri ge 1 Department 
Of Al;)plied j·~conomfce . Occasional r apers : 11. 
Cambridg e University Press . 1969 . 
Knauerhase R.The Compound Steam Engine and Productivity 
Changes in the Germ3n Merchant Fleet, 1811-1887. 
Journa l of Ec~nomi~~istory Vol.28 1968 and ( Cont/ ••• ) 
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I 
TABLE IV: 15 SEAMEN EMPLOYED IN SAIL 

% EMPLOYED Al'JD RATIO MEN PER 100 TONS IN DIFFERENT TRADES 

1854 - 1900 

HOt'ffi TRADE & . 
Hct-1E TRADE PARTICULAR FOREIGN TRADE , . 

FOREIGN TRADES I 

% OF TOTAL % OF TOTAL % OF TOTAL % OF TOTAL 
YEAR EHPLOYED RATIO EMPLOYED RATIO EMPLOYED RATIO LABOUR EMPLOYED 

LABOUR LABOUR LABOUR I N SAILING VESSELS 

1854 21.2 5.0 5.0 4.0 64.0 4.0 71.0 

1860 I 22.8 ! 4.8 5.0 3.8 56.9 3.5 67.1 
-

1865 19.0 4.7 5.3 3.7 55.9 3.0 69.7 

1870 20.5 5.3 5.2 3.4 49.5 2.8 65.9 

1875 18.7 5.2 3.8 I 3.7 40.7 2.6 64.2 

1880 18.6 5.2 2.9 
I 

3.8 35.2 2.3 62.4 

1885 17.2 5.2 0 .. 6 3.8 27.3 2.1 59.6 

1890 15.9 6.5 0.9 4.~ 18.8 1.9 52.9 

1895 13.2 6.6 0.5 4.5 16.1 1.7 53.9 

1900 9.6 6.3 0.3 4.5 10.4 1.6 51.3 

'---. I 

SOURCE:- Register General of Seamen 

j 

, 

-.J 
-.J 

I 

i 
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into casualties since 1877 , he declared, 

"that 45 steamships and 24 sailing ships were under-­
manned. and 35 stemaships and 41 sailinG shiyJ s were 
not undermanned ; that is t o so.y that the cour t either 
said they were not undermanned or ',;ould not say tha t 
they were undermanned." ( 20 ) 

This was due to the lack of any legal or other def inition of 

levels of maru1ing . When the results of 40 courts of inquiry 

were transl ated into a table(21)it revealed di s crepancies 

between actual levels of manning and those provided by the 

Registrar, in virtually all cases and not only those accused 

'--. _____ g.f undermmming . _ Other evidence, _ discussed . below tends to 

confi rm this. 

Keeping this inaccuracy in mind, the individual sectors 

of the industry must be examined separately since the effects 

were by no means uniform. Table IV:15 shows the pos ition in 

relation to sail. Home Trade and Partial Foreign Tra de is 

of only marginal importance, as the table i~dicate s , and for 

present purnoses can be included with the Home Trade . Here 

the percentage of the tota l employed l abour force declined 

steadily and rapidly after 1880 . The r atio of men per 100 

tons is in contradiction to other groups and thi" , can presv~­

ably be attributed to t vvo factors. In the small ve ssel used 

on ,the coast there was little or no opportunity to take 

advantage of economies of scale during this period . Older 

small deep sea ve ssels would be transferred to the coast and 

19. Cont. Walton G. M. Productivity Change in Ocean Shipping 
aft er 1870: A Comment . Journal of Economic History Vol.30 
1970. 

20. ~ine; of Briti~h Merchs,nt Ships (1896) op cit para .65 

21. Ibid . Appendix A0Ej No.4 p . 887 
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the decline in coasta l sailing tonnage meant tha.t there 

was little nev buil ding . In terms of mcmpower i.n sail 

coasting constituted only s ome 30~ in 1854, and by 1890 

well over 45% of the sailing l abour force ~s on the coast. 

This meant t hat deep sea sailing seamen wou d be forced 

increosingly eithcr i nt o coastal sail O~ steam. 

During the 1850 ' s foreign going sail employed over , , 

60% of all seafarers and all sEil ,e~loYBd .70% of all se~arers . 

During the t wo decades, 1870 to 1890 , there is a f all of, 

over 30r~ in total employment and over 16% in the 1880 t s . 

In other words , t he proportion employed in f oreign- going 

sail was 'halved . Of the total seamen employed in sail 

the percentage contra ct ed only mildly until 1885 , then there 

was half a decade of r apid contra ction, the severity of which 

is undere stima t ed by the statistical changes of 1886. 

It is i n the r atio of men per 100 ton of ve sse l that 

the contraction is remarkably consistent , despite 1886 , 

which seems t o con~irm that few Lascars s erved 'i n sail. 

Mention shoul d be made here of the cont emporary argument 

that r atio of men t o sail a rea was a more r elevant st ru1dard 

on which to ju dge manning . It i s i mpos s ible t o consider 

the validity of t his criteria f or l a ck of information. The 

contraction in the ratio of men i s due t o some extent to 

labou r saving devices , in particula r the steam windlass , 

pumps and steering , and reefing gear such as the Cunningham , 

which allowed re efine from the deck with few he.nds aloft . 

Of greater i mportance was the growth in the s i ze of vessel s 

and t he modification or changes in rigs . At the beg inni ng 

of the period , l a r ge crews were r equired to work the va s t 
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square sails , extending to the ful l height of each mast; 

section . Progress ively, these sails became smaller; for 

exampl e, topsails and top gEq.lent s , some with fewer reefs, 

were divi ded into t wo parts , re spcctively upper and lower 

topsail s and top gallent s . Studding and sky sails Gradua lly 

di.sappeared after 1875 and spar lengths were al s o shortened . 

A Liverpool shipowner , J. E. Anderson, stat ed in 1886 

it A few ye ars ago some cases of undermanning came to 
his knowledge where the o\'mers increased the size 
of the spo.rs and m2..sts of t he ir ships very greatly, 
wi thout i ncreasj.ng the number of the crew suff ic­
iently. It has be en found that t hese l arge masts 
require an enormously powerful crew to be of any 
advant age , and general opinion has noVi come round 
to having smaller masts . " 

"Their ovm. ships have very small spars." ( 22 ) 

As competition intensified , indicated by declining f reight 

rates , ve ssels were converted or built with fore and aft 

sails supplying the main power s ource. These could be set 

and t aken in from the deck, requiring few men to dea l with 

them. The full rigged ship became obsolete, and with many 

other types , were converted . Brigs were commonly converted 

t o Barques, or in the ca se of small vessels , topsail schooner 

or schooners . The basic rea son being that of economics, 

particularly of l abour costs , about 20% of total sailing 

vessel costs . 

Crews , it would appear , were generally reduced over time 

and not necessarily because of s ome bas ic change in their 

rigging. 

22 . Fina l Report of the Royal Commisnion on Lo ss of Life 
at Sea . Part II. C. 5227 Parl. Papers xliii . para.II , 4e8-90 
For similar see para .ll,687-89 
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Bra ss ey made the point, after co~nissioning research 

"It results from Professor Biles inqt.:iry that the 
number of' men co.rried i n s ailin{i: shi:9s generally 
decreased with the l aps e of tim~ - that is t o say 
that fe rier men a re carried in any given ship as 
the ship grows old.er ." ( 23 ) 

Longe r term statistios produced by the Board of Tr~de 

confirmed thi s as indi cated in Table IV:16. This i s bas ed 

on only a limited number of ve ssels , but it seems to 

confirm much a lready discus sed. A footnote to all the 
~ 

t ables from whi ch the a bove was extracted stated , 

" ships belonging t o certain well-known firm3 have 
be en selected a t the chief port s of the U.K. as 
representative of their cla ss , care being t aken 
to select thos e v essels which it has been found 
poss ible to trace on the Registers on both of 
the years . 1I 

Ve ssels of ' well-knovm' f irms were presumably those operating 

the best manning practices . Yet here, with only one decada l 

exception, the s ize of actual crews fall in tIe region of 

12/ and 16%, ratings again suffering the greatest fall , 

especially A. B.' s . Effective totals are ba sed on Sir Digby 

Manning ' s criteria for effective crews on which to ba se 

comparisons. He explained . 

?3 . 

24. 

"For instance, one ship mj.ght be manned by a crew of 
boys and another by a crew of men ••• fair in that 
respect a s between ship and ship that is to say , I 
have cons idered two idlers or two boys as equal to 
one effective man." (24) 

Lord Br as 'ey Papers and Add. esses . Mercantile Marine 
and Nav~tion from 1871 to 1894 Longmans Green & Co. 
't""ondo 1 1 94 ) p .. ll5'4--

Report on Manning of British Merchant Ships (1~96) 
op cit . para . 22 , 217 



TABLE I V:16 Ca.'1PARATIVE ANALYSIS OF CREW IN SAILING SHIPS ENGAGED I N FOREIGN TRADE - BY DECADE 

c a1PARATIVE YEARS . 18~9-1859-1869 1865- 75 1870- 80 18 75-85 1880- 90 
(SAIL & STEAM) 

NO. OF VESSELS I N SURVEY 22 31 -35 35 29 

CAPACI'l'Y 

fotATE (MASTER)- 46 31 27 69 59 66 64 88 80 91 92 
MIDSHIPMEN - - - 11 3 3 5 10 6 8 5 
BOATST ...... UNS 6 17 14 24 21 25 22 22 20 19 11 
Q. t-1 . - - - 4 - - - 6 8 4 4 
CARPENTERS 21 18 1 7 31 30 35 33 34 31 25 25 
SAILMAKERS 7 10 4 21 19 17 21 26 28 1 7 15 
A. B. 227 188 153 410 389 404 366 478 414 313 270 
ORDINA~Y SEPJolEN 21 44 45 87 59 76 72 70 53 37 39 
APPRENTICES 76 28 9 52 26 39 37 100 82 106 72 
BOY - 3 6 23 16 17 14 16 19 16 20 
STE\'lARD ETC . - - - - - - - - - - -
OTHER PERSONS 37 34 24 105 85 8 5 84 116 98 I 99 76 

ACTUAL TOTAL 463 417 348 8 37 702 767 718 966 839 735 629 
I 

EFFSCTlVE TarAL 378.5 340 286.5 698.5 602 656.5 610 804 693 595 517 I 
% OiANGE ACTUAL - - 24.3% - 16. 3% - 6 . 4% - 13.1% - 14 .. 4% 
% CHANGE EFFECTIVE - - 24. 8% - 13.8% - 7.1% - 13.8% - 1301% 

NO. OF MEN PER 100 TONS 
2. 84 2. 38 (EXCL. MASTERS ) - - - 2. 4 2 2.26 2.60 2.26 2.56 2. 18 

NO. OF FOREIGNERS I 22 (EXCL. LASCARS ) 44 49 118 148 
, 

117 159 188 223 162 138 

% OF FOREIGNERS - - - 14.1 21.1 15. 2 22 . 1 19 . 5 26. 6 22.0 21.9 
% OF' FOREIGNERS WHO WERE 

31.7 40. 2 49 . 0 51 . 5 51.6 53. 1 43.1 56.5 SCANDI NAVI/I.N I % OF FOREIGNERS WHO WERE 
GER.v<AN - 18. 2 23. 1 13.8 11 . 7 15. 7 1 7. 3 16.6 I 
% OF' FOREIGNERS FROM 
U.S.A ~ - 6.0 9.4 8 .5 4 . 4 3. 6 9 . 3 7. 2 

- ----- I 

• Ma sters i ncluded post 1886 Sourc e : - Regi s t rar General of Seamen 

1885- 95 

29 

102 94 
11 3 
20 16 
4 4 

29 26 
22 23 

417 343 
40 45 
99 85 
14 15 
83 63 
12 5 

853 722 

I 
708 604 I 

I 

- 15.4% 
- 14.7% 

2.11 1.77 I 
176 176 I 

20.2 24. 4 

44 .8 54. 5 

13.,4 15.9 

16 .. 3 7. 9 
-

OJ 
I\.) 
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He defined eff ective hands a s Off icers , inclucline; the; IiTEtster, 

Boats'l'{a ins, Quartermasters , A. B.' s and Ordinary Seamen (O.S.) 

The i nclusion of the l at t_T as one f ul l effe ct i ve hand wa s 

questioned , idlers were carpenters, sailmakers , s t ewards , 

apprenti ces , boys and other persons, t hose ~ere calcula ted to 

be equal t o half an eff(?~tive har..d. ~.the t a ble shows th8.t 

the m.unbe r of • effect ive t hands was s i milar i n magnitude i n 

all decades except one, to t hat of the actual number . It 

appears that the contra ction was no t only in 'idlers ' bu;t 

in effective hands, pre sumably ~ limit ed indication of 

increased workloads . The r atio of men per 100 tons are , 
compatible with the early genera l sai l figures , if a l ittle 

lower a t the beginning of the period and higher towards the 

end. The lower section of the table confi rms t he earlier 

discussion of the general expansi on in t he number of foreien 

seaf arers in sailine ves s el s . 

Both the previous t ubl es have given gener a l figures of 

men per 100 ~ons ratio s . These , of course , will vary accord­

ing to the size of the vessel s and the fol10w~ng t able 

illustrates these variations , in se lected tonnage r anges , 

conta ining broadly t he largest number of seafarers . 

TAB)~E IV: 17 

FOREr GN GO I NG SAILING VESSELS : RATI O OF M.~N PER 100 TONS NET 

TONNAGE RANGE 1871 

3- 400 3.16 

8 - 1,000 2 .52 
1, 200 - 1 ,500 2 .15 

2,500 - 3,000 1. 46 
3 , 000 plus 1.33 
Al l groups* 2 .7 ' 

1881 

2 . 93 
2 .19 

1 . 99 
1. 49 

-
20 3 

1891 

2.68 
1. 98 
1. 30 
1~ 25 

1.19 
1.67 

* in much 
l arger t able 

SounCE : - Report of the J'.'Ianni n:.! of Brit is !.1e rC1l2nt S1'1 ' 12 5,. 1896 
Appendix A 10. 6 p. eS3, 4 & 5 
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The figures show a similar pattern to that of the 

general t able, that is a s teady contraction throughout the 

period , r a tio s in the l arger ve s sels being cons iderably 

lowe r than tha t in t he ,smaller tonnage. The l arge vessels 

were, of course , increas ing in number t hroughout the period . 

What emerges from this general examination of manning 

in British sa iling ve ssels is the l a ck of any basic criteria 

on which to make an adequate asses sment. The evidence is of 

broa~ contraction in t he number of men per ship , but to ,what 

extent this was a ccomplished through technologica l change 

or increa sing intenSity of work cannot be accurately assess ed . 

However, in the increas ingly comp etitive commercia l climate 

in which sailing ve ssels operated , technical change appears 

the predominant factor in the early part of the period . 

Later this changed to pres sure on increasing the seafarers ' 

workload , an assessment which finds some confirmation in 

studies of seafarers ' leisure activities. Ashley, for example , 

points out that folk art at sea a ttained its peak of achieve-

ment in the early part of the century, when ships were manned 

adequately . This began to change in the l ate 1860's.(25) 

The obvious werucness of such a general asses sment is 

that it obscures the wide variation of conditions and exp­

erience between vessel s . Variations that were superimposed 

on the uneven nature of the seamen ' s task in relation to 
. 
geogr aphical position and trade,) f", ~~o "'pl'( ' flying fish weather' 

ed::k", 
can changeAto become long frustrating calms , or gales equal 

to the danger or exhau s tion of row~ding the infamous Horn . 

When the task was performed in an under, or barely properly 

25. Ashley C. \ . The Ashley Book of Knots New York (1950 ) p .2 
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T:1anned ve s . el di ffi culties could arise. For 8xample , of a 

lUan or men proved to 

"to be inca; petent to discharge p :!'oPcl~ly thc duties 
of seamen. Thc i 2~nor[lncc or inc a.pr~.ci ty of these 
men threw Et.ddi tiona l If!or1 0 1 .... the g ood s eamen , cuuse 
clissa "tisfaction i!1 the ship and ",li.hancc the dangcr 
of navigation . " ( 26 ) 

Dana , in his r amous book on lulle..ri cCtn 8h1lJS , T',;o Y 88.1' 8 D0£Ortl 

the lVlast , write s , somewhat earlie r , of the same problem 

should a man fall ill, 

"the sick are neglected at sea , and whatever sailors 
be ashore, a sick mc'.l1 finds l ittle sympathy or 
attention forward or aft ... (27 ) 

1 eibust treated undermanning as a proverbi al fact of life, 

requiring neither examination or discussion, 

" sailing ships were chronically shorthanded , not a 
man could be spared. " ( 28 ) 

Turning to stea..'!l tonnage , the contraction in the ratio 

of men per 100 tons, in total terms was mor e r apid than that 

experienced in sail . But in foreign trade the contraction 

is of a remar kably similar magnitude , bet ween 1854 and 1900 

sail contracted 59 . 2r; and steam 64 .7%. Table IV:18 shows 

steam in different trades . 

Thes e fi~~res reaffirm that, in relation to employment 

s t eam progresses s lowly and was only a minor element until 
I 

the 1870's. Tha t decade saw an 18. 8% change , and in the 

-------------------------------~-----------------------~----
26 . Final Report of Roya l Commi S<'"'ion on Unseaworthy Ships 

C. 1027 Parl . Paper s Vol . XXXIV p . xii 18l4 , also see 
para . 13679 and 15340 

27 . Dana R.H. Glasgow (1840) p . 132 
I 

28 . We i bust K. Deep Sea Sa ilors : A Study in "rTari time Ethno1oill[ 
Kungl Burtrycherist P.A. ~orstedt & Soner . to ckholm (1969) 
p .104 . ' 



TABLE IV:18 STEAH TONNAGE: % EMPLOYED 

AND RATIO OF MEN PER 100 TON NET IN DIFFERENT TRADES 

HO'1E TRADE & 
HCME TRADE PARTICtJr...AR FOREIGN TRADE 

FOREIGN TRADES 

% OF TGrAL % OF TOTAL % OF TOTAL % OF TGrAL 
YEAR EMPLOYED RATIO EMPLOYED RATIO EMPLOYED RATIO LABOUR ENPLOYED 

LABOUR LABOUR LABOUR IN STEAM TONNAGE 

1854 2.36 7.1 0.8 6.9 6.6 7.7 67.4 
1860 2.7 6.9 1.0 5.8 10.5 6 .. 5 68.8 

1865 4.1 6.1 1.0 4.6 14.6 5.5 73.9 

1870 5.8 6.7 2.1 3.9 16.9 4.4 67.9 

1875 6.8 5.8 2.8 3 .. 8 27.2 3.7 " 74.0 

1880 7.3 5.9 1.4 3.9 35.0 2.9 80.1 

1885 9.1 6.0 3.2 3.8 43.5 2.5 80.2 

1890 9.7 7.0 1.8 3.3 52.7 2.7 82.1 

1895 12.6 :7.5 2.7 2.7 I 54.9 2.4 78.2 

1900 16.3 7.9 2.0 2.6 61.4 2.7 77.1 

SOURCE:- Register General of Se~~en 

.. 

ex> 
0'1 
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1830 ' s there "vas a de cade ch3nge of 20.6% from sail to s t eam , 

the l argest in both percente.e e and numeri ca l terms . The 

table highlight s the r er.mrkably high level of employment 

in steam vessels in the foreign trade, varyine between 61% 

low and 8 2% high. Hence in percentage terms, Home Trade and 

Home and Partially Foreign Trade, were generally in the &rea 

of 307'~ of eoploynlent in stearn. While in terms of total 

seafarers employment they are of little importance until 

the 1890 's when they occupied approximately 15% of total· 

seafarers . In the Home 'rrade the r at io of men per 100 tons 

r emained high throughout the period . This is due to a 

number of causes . The high r atio is consistent with the 

small size of vessels employed in this trade . Obs olete 

foreign going vessels with high r atios would be trCll1sferred 

to coastal work . Fina l ly , the period saw the development 

of the steam passenger trade , for sea cros s ings in the British 

Isl es and the Near Continent . They offere d increasin~ly 

luxury services entailing l arger crews , especially in the 

catering department . 

The vast ma j ority of t onnage and labour employ ed in 

stearn was engaged in the f oreign trade . In the general 

s wing from sail to s t eam employment the 1870 ' s and the 1880 ' s 

particul arly , are the vital decades . In the manning ratio s 

t hese appear to be less important f or the contraction is 
. 
r ap i d in t he centra l decades , slo ing do vm by the l a te 1880 ' s ; 

here, once agai~1 , statistical r eorg nisation rne~s the slight 

rise in the 1890 ' 8 can be ig·nored. These ratio 8 are 80 e­

what high as already argued , but they must be treated 'ith 

caution for another reason , for unlike the sailing vessel , 
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rihere there is virtwJ.lly an automat ic relationship between 

I D.rge s ize and small ratio, the massive expansion of the 

emigrant and passenger trade was concurrent with the devcl-
I 

opment of the l arge steem propeller passenger vessels . This 

being the era of the high prestige passenger liners which 

carried l ar ge crews, if only in terms of catering staff. The 

extent of their influence on the r atios is i mpossible to . 

calculate a ccurately, but the follo wing t able gives some 

indi cation of thi ~ t rend . 

TABLE IV:19 
FOREIGN GOING STEAM VBSSEI,S : RAT IO OF M:F~N PER 100 TONS NET 

TONN GE RANGE 1871 1881 1891 

3 - 400 6 . 38 5 . 25 5.62 
8 - 1,000 3 . 78 2 . 60 2 . 52 
1,200 - 1,500 4 . 02 2 . 42 2 . 13 
2,500 - 3,000 3 . 48 3 . 29 3.25 
3,000 plus 2 . 67 3.58 4.19 

All groups* 4 . 30 2 . 80 2 . 61 

SOURCE: - Report on the Manning of British Merchant 
J:U:.u.Illi. 1896 • . 
Appendix A No . 6 p . 883 , 4 & 5 

* in mu ch l a r ger t able 

The all groups total is simil ar to that of the general 
I 

t able above , but thi s gener al table masks the contradiction 

of a range breakdown . The ' expe cted contra ction with increased 

Size, particularly in 1881 and 1891 , occurs in the range of 

up to 1200 to 1500 tons , t he group conta ining the tramp 

t onnage and the majority of cargo liners in the fleet. It 

is the tonnage r ange above 2 ,500 which contains the passenger 

liner fleet t hat , for re~sons , already explained , the trend 

becomes contrary to expectation. 
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The higher r a tio of n18,1111 i ng d8,YS 1i ttlc a bout the 

int ensity of wo rkload beca.use, in the s e larger ver5se l s the 

nature of the t ask was basically changed. There i s no 

shortage of stat ements on the reasons why the s e vessels 

were preferred ; for example, in a Report of 1874, it states , 

"It i s a dmitted tha t the coasting trade, and s ome 
of the gr eat l ines of steamers attract the steadiest 
and be" .. : t seamen . Voyages in whi ch men are n ot lung 
absent f rom home and where vo ssels return period­
ically to the same por t are ne,turally preferred . 
The \vages , the accommodation and t he food, are 
generally better i n the l arge steamer s ." (29) 

Ho wever, such sta temenfs say nothing about workload and the 

growing sect or of s team tramps i s ignored. 

It is remarkable that , in a similar way to sailing 

ves s els, a deca da l ·examination of steamer ' s crew s ize show 

contractions , remarkable f or as Gos s observed , the 

"effectiveness of 8. factor of product i on i n, or around 
a ship is l ar gely determined by the des ign of that 
ship. Once you built a ship int ended to be operated 
by a g iven number of crew it i s qui t e diffi cult to 
chang e either t he number of men or the proportion 
of the various grades. " (30) 

Yet, as Table IV: 20 illustrates, changes on both levels did 

occur in the last four decades of the C19th . 

In a footnote t o the sources of the table , the following 

s t atement was made , 

"In the above t able shi ps belonging to certa i n well­
known firms have been sel ected a t the chief ports 
of the United Ki ngdom as r epr esentatives of their 
class , care being t aken to se l ect tho se ve ssels which 
it ha s be en found possible to tra ce on the Registers 
of both of t he years ." 

29 . E2:.nal , Repo.£..i of Roya].. Cornmis s~on o~_rr.nse~thy Sips 
op cit and par as . 1,797, 13, 264 and 14,~ 4 5~ 

30. G, 0 s R.O. Economic Criteria f or Opt i mal Ships Designs 
Transactions of the Roya l Ins~itution of Nava l Architects 
Oct . 196 5. 



TABLE IV: 20 C0.'!PARATIVE ANALYSIS OF CREW I N STEM1 SHIPS ENGAGED I N FOHEIGN TRADE BY DECADE 

COMPARATIVE l~ARS 

NO. OF VESSELS IN SURVEY 

CAPACITY , 
HA..TE & (}1ASTER ).L. 

BOAT5V1AINS 
Q. M. 
CARPENTERS , I 

A.B. 
ORDINARY SEAMEN 
APPRENTI CES 

r 

BOYS 
ENGINEERS 
FIREi1EN 

I CTrlEH PERSON ENGINE DEPT 
LASCARS ) D.. HANDS 

It ) ENG DEPT 
01"'tIER ASIATICS ) STE'r.! DEPT 
S'l'EviAP.DS 
OTHER PERSONS 

ACTUAL r;:arAL 

EFFECTIVE TCJrAL 

AcrUAL % CHAUGE 
EFFECTIVE % CHANGE 
ACTUAL r. CHANGE (EXCL. 
LASCARS) 
NOA OP MEN PER 100 TON 
NO. OF FOREIGNERS 

I % OF FOREIGNERS 
SCANDINA.VIANS 
GERHANS 
U.S.A . 

", 
- Included from 188~ 
Co Not excluding Lascars 

1865-75 

j 

; 

67 
23 
19 
25 

349 
50 

-
25 
78 

220 

--
-

" --
439 

1295 

I 1039 

I 
4.8 
70 
5.4 

44.2 
24.2 
4.2 

25 

69 
24 
15 
22 

323 
49 
-
17 
79 

206 

----_. 
345 

1149 

945 

11.3 
9.0 

-
4 .26 
73 
6.4 

35.6 
24.6 
8.2 

I 
I 

68 
21 
19 
29 

279 
41 

2 
20 
82 

246 

-
----

281 

1083 

1870-80 

25 

63 
22 
10 
21 

258 
13 
-
10 
79 

186 

-
-
-
-
-

281 

939 

I 

104 
48 
22 
35 

483 
35 
1 

10 
137 
329 
-
-
-
--

569 

1773 

1875-85 

35 

97 
41 
19 
33 

364 
22 
-
11 

130 
302 

-
-
-

, -
-

495 

1514 

909 772.5 I 1428 1229 

13 .. 3 12.6 
15.0 14 .. 3 

- -
4.45 3.86 3.47 2.96 
56 61 115 130 
5.2 6.5 6 .5 8 .. 6 

26.8 27.9 29.0 36.9 
23 e 2 31.1 13.5 17.7 
1.8 14.7 6.4 10.8 

--

Source:- Registrar General of Shipping 

1880-90 1885-95 

I 

I 
I 

150 
45 
44 
36 

460 
40 

-
41 

142 
460 

-
124 
156 

52 , 
-

699 

2449 

1 170605 

I 2 .. 89· 
133 

5.4 
34.6 
20.3 
15.0 

32 

147 
52 
47 
33 

406 
4?-

-
32 

142 
452 

-
128 
·174 

45 
-

766 

2461 

1675 

0 . 4 
2.0 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I 
I , 
I 
I 

I 
I , , 
i 

1 70 
52 
46 
43 

460 
26 

7 
19 

169 
491 

86 
205 
273 
1 20 
605 

53 
~ 

: 2826 

! 1759 

i 
! 

1.0 ! 
2~8P I 2.57-
78 I 169 
3 0 2 I 5. 9 

43.6 44.4 
14. 1 ! 21.9 

5.1 I 9.5 

38 

168 
4 5 
46 
39 

376 
30 

2 
18 

169 
443 
102 
204 
323 
120 
68 2 

68 

2838 

I 
I 
I 

I 
I , 
I 

1710=1 
0 .. 4 I 

~ 1.7 

2.50· 
139 

4 .9 
43.1 
17.3 

8 .6 

\.0 
o 
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It may be presumed that these companie s had the best manning 

practice in the steam fleet . Yet there is an unexpected 

similarity in the mannine r a tios in these limited samples 
. 

to the general fo re i gn trade steam figu.res above , as well 

a s a long term contraction of like magnitude . It i s a lso 

notice able t hat the first thre e periods wi tnessed substantial 

contracti on in manp ower both a ctua l and effective, using · 

Sir Digby Manning's criteria . In the l a t er periods the 

contraction, using all criteria , and excluding Lasca r s , is 

comparat ively minor. This is expla ined by the stewards , etc., 

and other persons , the cat ering s t aff, who in the l ast t wo 

periods against the general trend expanded substantially 

as the standards of passenger comfort rose. 'rhis group is 

defined among the idlers by Sir Digby Manning , and the 

increas e fails to mask compl etely the decrease in effective 

manning . In all capacities, with one except ion, Lascars 

increase , foreigners are a s expected, a minor general 

element in steam tonnag e, but here, once again, they manage 

to expand against the gener a l trend until the l ast t wo 

periods ; why this happens is not clear. Foreigners consist 

of the same maj or national groups as in sail, Scandinavian 

and German being in excess of 50% in virtually every example. 

Foreigners were only a small proportion but, a s a lready 

argued, their presence only s eriously affe cted ratings, in 

particular deck ratings , and. to a lesser extent that of 

the eng ine room. As Table IV:20 reveals, it is precisely 

these groups who , in real terms, over the whole period 

suffered their grea test contraction . For deck ratings , this 

increase s in severity as the century progres ses , but in the 

engine room r atings ' cas e, the process is rever sed s omewhat, 
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thc la.rgest contraction coming ear1y in the period . 

It is undeniable that there wa s a decline in the r atio 

of man per ton in all vessels, but especially in the foreign 

going vessels . A situation which implied an increase in the 

intensity of the work load and the patterns of l ebour; what 

it is difficult to assess is the degree of th:., t increase . 

Cont emporary discussion of ~his throughout the period was 

intermingled with that of safety , and was concerned with 

both the quality and quantity of the seafarers employed . . It 

has already been pointed out that incompetence in the crew 

threw an extra burden on the other members , a part icularly 

important point if the ve sse l was under, or inadequately , 

manned. Throughout all the evidence there is a dichotomy 

betwe en the majority of shipovmers operating adequ ately 

mannc d ve ssels and the remainder Vlho undermanned their 

·ve ssels , and overworked and endange red the live s of their 

employee s . It was illustrated in 1873 , by the shipowner 

,nacIver , when he attributed collisions to undermanning , 

"Men on foreign voyages a re entitled to a full a llow­
ance of sleep undisturbed. I - have no right to call 
that man up and break his sleep unless it is for 
s omething out of the common . That is not the rule 
with s ome shipoV\ners ." (31) 

Gray , in his report to the Commissi on on the Loss of Life a t 

Sea 1886 , made similar comment s . 

31 . 

"The Board of Trade have reason to believe that many 
ships are dangerously undermanned , and that collis i ons 
and other casualties are the rcsult ." (32 ) 

of the Ro a1 Commission on Unseawort 
Ships . c . .. para . 9 , 3 t5 

32 . Report to the Ry:;ht Honour~.ble the President of the 
Board of Tr ade . 1896 op c~t . p . 17 
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The ma j or i ty Report on Manning of 1896 sUPIlorted thi s k i nd 

of sto.t ement , s t ating , 

" We a rc gl ad to re cord t hat represent atives of f:; ome 
of the l c.rgest and mo ~ t succes s ful ~;hipo'Y'lYl ing f irms 
i n the United Ki ngdom have appe ared before us , and 
have shown not only that t heir shi ps a:cc mallned in 
an unexc eptionable manne r , but have a cknowl edged 
t hat i t io i n t he O\vncr ' s i nterest t o man his shi ps 
well ." 

and going on to say, 

"On t he other hand , t he C01!lmittee have found t hat 
in er t a in cla sses of shi ps t here i s a tendency to 
r educ e the number of men , out of pr oportion to the 
adopt i on of i mprov ement s in the rig or labour savi 'ng 
applianc es of the vessels, and that many vessels t hat 
hav e been r eferred t o i n evidenc e or report ed on by 
cour t s of inquiry, have not been s o manne d as to 
c ond~c e eithe r to safet y or t o the well-being of the 
crews." ( 33 ) 

Much of the evidence put to the Commi ss ion suggest s t hat a 

considerable proportion of this undermanni ng was in cert a in 

sectors of the i ndus t r y. Thi s i s perhap s be s t summe d up 

by Capt a i n It'roud, 

"My beli ef iO , af t er t hinki ng the matter out care­
f ully, that a very l ar ge nw ber of tramp steame r s 
and many s ailing chips a r e s er i ously undermanned , 
and if I may add i t , under of f i cered ." ( 34 ) 

It i s f a i r t o assume , therefore , that there was a 

considerable amount of unde r manning during thi s period and 

that such undermanning meant extra 'tlO r k f or t h e s eaoan. This 

wa~ in addition to t he generally increased workload a s 

illustrated by the t onnage/men r at ios, but wa s not , however, 

.reflected i n incI'eas ed rewards . 

33. Report of Tanni ng of Briti sh Merch8.nt Ships . (1896) 
op cit. para .6 and 7 

34. Report Loss of Life a t Sea Part I I . par a .7327 



130 

120 

110 

- 93A -

100 "4~ - to i .~ __ ~-'-"' _____ 'lIl1OllD 

90 ' ABs' wages 5team· 

120 

110 

100~--~--~--~~~----~.--~------~----

90 ASs' wages 

80 ' 

90 

80 

70 · 

60 · 

1880 1890 1900 
ABs' wages steam - Govt. index 

Tramp freight index 

I , 

Price index 

GRAPH IV:l 



- 94 -

The seafarers ' rate of pay was dictated by the r re e 

play of the economic forces of demand and sup ply. ' ' Although 

the days of not paying the indiviuua l seaman if the vessel 

received no f r eight had passed , frei ght l evels remained the 

key arbiter of wage r ates. This relationship is illustrated 

~n Graph IV:l, based on an index of A.B .' s money wages , the 

generalJ.y accepted indicator of a ll wag e movements in the 

indus try in both sa il and steam tonnage • 
. 

Y/hilst there is a similar movement in seamen ' s wage's and 

average money wages evident between 1869 and 1873 and 1888 

to 1890 , toge ther with a f a ll in tramp freights which ,bear 

some resemblance to the dec l ine in the price index , these 

are of no ma jor significanc e . What i s obvious is the 

positive correlation betwe e~ seamen ' s wages and freight r ates, 

this shows most clearly in A.B.'s in sail and the tramp 

freight index . The reason for thi s being tha t , as the per iod" 

progressed , sail bec ame almost synonymous with tramps . 

Particularly important in this present discus s ion is the 

volatile nature of freight r a tes and the degree and speed 

with which they affected wage levels . 

Whilst this analYSis gives a good indica tion of the 

volati l e nature of freight r a t es and their general relation­

ship with wages , it cannot illustrate the complex nature of 

wages within specific port s • This is sho m . 
in Table IV : 21. 

Thus 3n individual seaman was faced with a multitude 

of rates . For example , in Bristol in 1870 , there was 15/­

difference in the r ates he could receive in sail , and a 

similar diffe rence exi s ted, but a t a higher level, in what 



1860 
(ALL VESSELS) 

1870 

1875 

1880 

1885 

1890 

1895 

1898 

TABLE IV:21 A.B. WAGE RJ\NGE ALL TRADES (SHILLINGS) 

(MIN. - MAX.) 

BRISTOL GLASGO..,. LIVERPOOL LONDON 
SAIL STEAM SAIL STEAM SAIL STEAM SAIL STEAM 

50-50 - 50-70 - 50-60 - 50-60 -
50-65 60-75 55-80 60-80 50-50 55-80 50-70 50-80 

60-80 70-80 70-90 70- 90 60-80 55-90 65-70 60-90 

50-55 60-70 45- 70 55-70 50-60 50-80 50-55 60-75 

60-60 70-70 55-65 60-70 55-60 50-80 55-55 65-75 

70-70 90-100 70-73 80-92.6 60-70 70-80 70-75 80-90 

50-60 65-70 55-55 65-80 55-55 65-90 55-55 70-80 

60-60 80-80 55-60 70-80 55-55 60-80 55-60 70-80 

SOURCE:- Parliamentary Papers 

NEWCASTLE 
SHIELDS 

SAIL STEAM 

50-70 -
50-65 60-70 

65-80 80-80 

50-60 70-70 

55-60 70-75 , 

65-75 90-95 

60-60 70-80 

60-60 8 5-100 

EXTENT 
OF 

RA.~GE 

50-70 ' 

50-80 

55-90 . 
45-80 

50-80 

65-100 

55-90 

55-100 
I 

\.D 
\J1 
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could be earned in a steam ship . Whereas , to t ake another 

exampl e , in London in 188 5 , there was a Gtanda:cd r ate in 

s ail , but thi s was .1..0/- below the lowe s t rr.lte in a s t erun 

ship and a ful l £1 below the maximum . 'l'herefore, to the 

casua l na ture of his employment was added considerable 

unc ert a inty a s t o income when he vms in work . The seafarer 

was not only aware of the lqcal differe nces of pay , but also 

because of hi s mobility , the extent of the maximum and 

mini mum nationally which {'.'as in the rcgion of 35/- betwe en 

1870 and 1890 . 

It may- be argued that wage r ates we r e af f ected by the 

type of tra de in which the ve s s el was employed . However, 

Table IV: 22 shows that over a specified trade the same 

conclusions can be dra wn . Whilst the Mediterranean has been 

selected as an example, an examination of other trades shows 

s i mi l ar re sults . 

What both t ables highlights is the higher level of pay 

in steam than in sail, this appears to be peculiar to the 

British industry at this time.(35) The low r ate in sail 

meant that these ships were avoided by experienced seamen 

whenever possible . Gray says 

"the reason why they had not bett r sailors in sailing 
ships was not because seamen were wors e a s a body, 
but because some particular trade s and services !;'{ould 
not give sufficient ' wages ,to attract g ood seamen ." (36 ) 

35. In Norwegian vessels for example no "'uch difference 
exi s ted. 

36. Quoted in Lord Brassey British Seamen Longman (1877) 



TABLE I V: 22 A.B. WAGE SAIL AND STEAr-t - SHILLINGS 

VOYAGE TO ~ffiDITERRP.~~ - 1860- 1898 

( MIN. - HAX.) 

BRISTOL GLASGCXtl LIVERPOOL LONDON NEWCASTLE EXTENT 

SAIL STEAM SAIL STEM1 I SAIL STEM~ SAIL STEM1 SAIL STEAM R~~~E 
! 

I 
1860 . I 
(ALL VESSELS) 50 - S5 - 50 - 50 - 60 - 50-60 

1870 55 60-75 60 · 1 65 I 50 60 50-55 60- 70 57.6 70 50-75 

1875 70-80 80 70 80 I 60 70 70 75 70-75 8 0 60-80 I 

! I 
I , 

1880 55 65-70 55-60 60-70 i 50 55 50- 55 65-75 55 70 50-70 I 
I 

1885 - 70 55-60 60-65 - I 60 55 65- 75 60 70-75 55-75 

1890 - 90 - 80 - I 80 70 80- 90 70-75 90- 95 70-95 . 
I 

1895 - 70 55 70 55 70 - 70-80 - 8 0 55-80 I 
1898 60 80 55- 60 70 55 70 55 70- 80 1 60 85-100 I 55-100 

I i 

SOURCE:- P.r1i~~entary Papers 

'-.0 
-..J 
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One way of securing men was through the use of the 

a dvance notes , s omet imes referred to as half pay notes . 

Thi s entit l ed a seaman ' s nominee t o an advance on his wages , 

the not e being cashe d aft er t he shi p had sail ed . Cri mp s 

di s counted t hes e Not es and then ensured t h e s eaman a ct ually 

sailed . 

"The a dvanc e note is r et a ined i n sailing ships chiefly 
as a bounty to induc e ' sailors to ac cept lower wage s ." (37) 

Att empt s we re made to abolis h such not es in the Merchant 

Shipping Act of 1880, but thi s was st rongl y r esisted by 

sailing ship ovvners who used what i s known as a Bonu s note 

which gave a s eaman ' s nominee all his firs t months pay while ' 

he s i gned on a t a r ate of 1/- for t hat month . The succes s of 

t hi s ploy resulted in the Advance Not e being r eins t ated in 

the Merchant Shipping Act of 1884 . The r etention of the 

Advance Note perpetuat ed the role of t he crimp, as ha s been 

said 

"the s eedy boarding house keepe r cr i mp 
with his cart and knuckle du ster helped 
ship o ~~er to sur vive into the C20th by 
wage co s ts down." ( 38 ) 

and the runner 
the sailing 
kee ping his 

Even t aking into consideration the higher r ate s of pay 

in s team throughout the period , the seaman was r egarded a s 

poorly paid, particula rly in view of t he irregul arity of 

employment . A represent ative of the shi po'v'mers gave credence 

37 . Lord Brass ey (1894) op cit p . 50 

38 . Jones S. ' Blood Red Rose : The Supply of Merchant Seamen 
in the Nineteenth Century' The YIariner s ;ir r or 01 . 58 
No . 4 (1972 ) 
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to this as sessment of the sea f ar er s pos ition , although 

ostensibly deni grating the activiti es of t he sea:nen ' ~1 organis-

at ion, when in e ivine eviden«c before the Roya.l C o rfL11 i~3'"""i on 

on Labour in July, 1891, he repli ed to a sugpcstion that 

money wages ha d doubled in the previous twenty or thi r ty 

y e2.rs by s2.ying 

"I do not wi sh you to infer that the wages are r eally 
double what they were , or even tha t the wages pe r 
annum have much increased . I do not believe that 
the ca sual seaman of today gets morc money than he 
did then , because then they we r e sailing chi ps , and 
it was a constant employment for the men. 1'hey CLl.me 
ba ck after one or t wo ye ar s \ -i th a lot of . oney t o 
take . He had been constantly cmployed and regularly 
fed . Now the man comes ba ck after a voyage of a 
month or two with £3 lOs , ten ~hillings of which is 
paid to the crimp to get him a sh:p . For a month, 
perhaps , at a time he is without a ship. Although 
he gets £4-10s, he is not at the end of the year 
able to spend more money upon hi mself or his f amily 
than he would when he was getting only £2-10s ." 

"Do I understand you that now the earnen i s , on the 
average , only employed about 6 month:::; in thc yaar?" 

"I fancy that i s about it , ex cept in the very best lines , 
where they keep them on constantly , or in the home 
trade ." (39 ) 

39. Royal Commission on Labour Minutes of Evidence 
Group B Vol.l Qs .5359A and 5360 

I 
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TABLE I_~ 23 ~BER OF OUTBREAKS OF SCURVY. 

REPOR'l'ED 'ro THE BOARD OF TRADE FRa1 1889 to 1901 INCLUSIVE 

YEAR NO. Or' NO. Of' 
OUTBREAKS CASES 

1889 20 62 

1890 11 -. 26 

1891 13 26 

1892 22 59 

1893 16 66 

1894 18 68 

1895 14 61 

1896 14 47 

1897 15 79 

1898 11 26 

1899 8 22 

1900 6 11 

1901 3 22 

- --
TOTAL DURING 
13 YEARS 171 575 

- -
SOURCE:- Reoort of l-1ercantlle r1arine Committee 

Par1iiilllentary Papers LXII Appendix A Nc.14 (1903) 
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The relative position of the seafarers was measured 

both in terms of their poor pay and the conditions under 

which they worked. 

"Taking into view the conditions of a seaman ' s life -
the dange r to which he is expo ~ed , and his long 
sepaTation fTom home - it i s evident th~t he is but 
poorly compensated for the priva tion and hardship 
to which he is sub j ected ." ( 40 ) 

Part of the privation 'vvas related to the s t andard of 

a ccommodation and fo od. It is virtually impossible t o 

provide an accurate a s sessment of how adequate the s eafarers 

die t was . There was undoubt edly, as there had always been , 

a diversity of practice among different owners . "To some 

the food, though uninviting and pl a in , was wholesome e,, (41) 

but one shipo V'mer agreed in s ome ca ses that the standard was 

very low indeed 

"I suppose we may pick out gro ss instances of seamen 
being badly fed in every trade e.e which may be 
perfe ctly true , but I say it is an instance whi ch i s 
v ery much the exception." ( 42 ) 

Just how exceptional i s perhaps open to questi on s ince 

Dr. Spooner, in a report to the Board of Trade , stated that 

"sa ilors as a rule a re fed on worse than vvorkhouse or prison 

fare .,,(43) The fact that scurvy ( see Table IV : 23 ), probably 

the tip of a malnutritional iceberg , was still in existence 

40. Lord Brassey (1894) op cit. p .129 

41 . Royal Commi ss ion on Labour Minutes of Evidence 
Evi dence of G. Laws . Group B Vol . II ( Cmnd b795) Q14 ,754 

42 . Ibid para.13,429 

43. Ibid quoted by P1imsol1 S . par a . 11 , 297 
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in the British Merchant se r vic e thr oughout the s ec ond ha l f 

of the C19t h , a lthough i t VlO. S "al most unknown i n French 

and Dut ch ship s " and "had be en f or yea r s unJ-:.novm i n the 

Briti s h Navy,, ( 44) does provi de s ome indication of the 

inadequacy of diet in merchant ve ssels . 

It was , however , the el ement of danger to which Brassey 

had referred, r ather than accorrunoda tion and food, which 

provided the ba sis of Plimsoll ' s crusade which began in 1868. 

The main aim of his campai gn VIas the compulsory survey of 

ships and the fixing of a maximum load line . On the one hand 

the nationa l campai gn evoked an unprece dented sympathy for 

the seafarers conditions and on the other , reve aled to the 

seafa rer the po s sibility of questioning and thereby improving 

his pos ition. It also showed that the s t ate could be 

impelled to intercede in his employment s itua tion, tllrough 

the agency of the Boa rd of Trade . \Yhil s t thi was the theory 

behind the subsequent legislation, both Plimsoll a nd the 

seafarers were inclined t o suspect the Marine Department 

would be more amenable to the shipowners viewpoint than 

their own. Plimsoll certainly fel t that 

44. 

45. 

"the Board of Trade , r a t her than the shipowners as 
a body, constituted the main source of opposition 
to him. Other Li ber a l s agree d , a t least to the 
extent of blaming the President of the Board of 
Trade , Adderley , for paying too much attention to 
the shipping interest." ( 45 ) 

Lord Br assey (1894 ) op cit p . 82 

Alderman G. ' Samuel Pli ms oll and the Shipping I nterest' 
Maritime History Vol . l Ho . l April 1971 
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Nevertheless , Plimsoll and the subse quent leg i s lation 

increased the power of thc Bo ard of Trade and it a dded a 

further cons i de ration to the calcula tions of the s hipO\'mer . 

The ensuing decades were to prove how little the strength 

of the Board of Trade achieved in improving the conditions 
IY\ If" '" , '5 .1\ '.3 

of the seaman and~the danger he f a ced . The 1887 Commission 

dismissed earlier inquiries , for example that of 1873, and 

l egislation as having been ineffe ctual . 
-" 

"When we looked at the genera l results of the legislation , 
thus referr ed to , upon the loss of life and property 
at sea in British ve ~3 sels , it is most unsatisfactory 
to find that no sensible effect ha s been produced in 
the reduction of this loss of life" ••• " it appears 
that fr om 1874 to 1883 inclusively there was a marke d 
increase in the loss of British ships and of the lives 
of those employed on them ." ( 46 ) 

The Board of Trade estimat ed 

"the proportion of men who lost their lives by wre ck or 
other casualties , including deaths in registered fishing 
vessels , and in rivers und ha rbours , varied from 1 in 81 
in 1875 to 1 in 56 in 1883 ; and for the triennial 
periods increased from 1 in 75 in the three ye ars 
1875-7 to 1 in 76 in their next period and 1 in 58 
i n the l ast period 1881- 3." ( 47) 

Table IV : 24 t akes a more extensive lo ok at the ext ent of 

lo ss of life among seafa re r s . 

46. Fina l Report Loss of Li fe at Sea (1887) op cit. p.ll 

47. Ibid p.12 
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TABTX IV:24 LOSS OF LIFE ALL SEN'£! I I N BRITISH VESSELS 186 7 .• 1900 

1"""""-

YEAR 

1867 
1868 
1869 
1870 
1871 
1872 
1873-
1873-74 
1874-75 
1875-76 
1876-77 
1877-78 
1878- 79 
1879-80 
1880-81 
1881-82 
1883 
1884 
1885 
1886 
1887 
1888 
1889 
1890 
1891 
1892 
1893 
1894 
1895 
1896 
1897 
1898 
1899 
1900 

COMPARED WITH a rHER INDUSTRIES 1880 - 1900 

SHIPPING COAL MINING 

2, 350 
2,027 
2,035 -
1,933 
2,002 
2,073 

,.;t' 

1,716 
2,758 
2, 28 2 
1,716 
2, 417 
1,605 
1, 799 
1,490 1, 318 
2,218 -954 
3,006 1 ,126 

1,054 
942 

2,194 1,150 
1,792 953 
2,390 995 
2,364 906 
2,260 1,112 
2,136 1,194 
2,239 1,005 
2, 275 1,016 
1,850 1,060 
2, 460 1,127 
2,236 1, 042 
2,233 1,025 
1,874 930 
1, 410 908 
2,000 916 
1,830 1,012 

-
WAYS 
--

80 
62 
80 
02 
85 
70 
59 
56 
42 
76 
36 
03 
75 
16 
22 

5 
5 
5 
6 
5 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
5 
6 
5 
5 
5 
4 
4 
5 
5 
5 
6 

89 
90 
66 
42 
84 
31 

-
TOTAL-

--

• six mont hs 

2, 43 7 
2,024 
2,2 42 
2,143 
1 , 986 
4,257 
3, 585 
4,265 
4 ,1 70 
4,355 
4,396 
4 , 318 
4,344 
3, 913 
4 , 699 
4 , 493 
4,566 
4, 26 2 
3,810 
4 , 619 
4,753 

- Total all recorded industrial accidents - all post 1885 
Source :- Parkhurst P.C.T. Sh i p of Peace Appendi x F. p. 406 (1867 - 1881-2) 

British Labour Stati st ·ca1 Hi storical Abstract 1886- 1968 
, 

H.M. S.O. 1976. 



1884-85 

1885-86 

1886-87 

1887-88 

1888-89 

1889-90 

1890-91 

1891-92 

1892-93 

1893-94 

1894-95 

1895-96 

1896-97 

1897-98 

1898-99 

1899-1900 

TABLE IV: 25 - PERCENTAGE & TOTAL OF DEATHS AMONGST SEAMEN EMPLOYED AT SEA 

(EXCLUDING LASCARS) 

% BY WRECK & % BY OTHER % BY DISEASE TOTAL 
CASUALTIES ACCIDENTS ETC. SAIL STEAM 

SAIL STEAM SAIL STEAM SAIL STEAM NUMBER % NUMBER 

.65 .58 .32 .09 .25 .21 985 1.22 955 

.86 .14 .28 . 10 .29 .27 1,153 1.42 559 

.91 .55 .31 .10 .27 .21 1,114 1.50 872 

.93 . 44 . 45 .21 . 30 .26 1,176 1.68 936 

.75 . 32 .50 .14 .31 .20 1,067 1.60 724 

.68 .37 .43 .17 .32 . 22 923 1.43 888 

1.29 . 31 . 37 . 11 .33 .22 1,231 1.76 778 

1.15 .24 .37 .13 .36 . 29 1,145 1.88 838 

.86 .23 .32 . 08 .25 .16 877 1 . 43 
.. 

605 

1.03 .44 . 41 . 12 .27 .22 1,016 1 . 71 1,020 

1.03 .23 .39 .12 .32 .21 986 1.74 736 

1.18 .32 .42 .12 .32 .20 1,035 1.92 831 

.80 .28 .35 . 16 .27 .20 722 1.42 836 

.52 .15 .31 . 09 .34 .18 552 1.1 7 563 

.. 98 . 45 .30 .12 .34 . 19 703 1.63 1,013 

.74 . 27 .25 .09 .31 .25 535 1.39 840 

SOURCE:- Shipping Casualties. Cd.3666. 1907 P.xxiv 

% 

.. 88 

.51 

.85 

.90 

.66 

.76 

.64 

.66 

.47 

.79 

.57 

.64 

.64 

.43 

.76 

.62 

-

" 

f-J o 
\J1 
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These grim statistics f or the l ast thr ee de cD.de s can be 

compared with other industries having high de ath r at es . In 

the period 188 5 to 1900, as an approximation , shipping r ates 

a re in the region of twice those of coal mining and four to 

five times that of railways . In the total from industrie8 

covered by the Factories and other Industria l Acts , shi pping 

accounted for between 40~'v anci 50%of all dea ths t hroughout the 

period . 

In ~able IV: 25 the shipping death r ate is broken down 

into s ectors and causes of lo ss . 

The most noti ceable fe a ture of the table, whic h takes 

a ccount of change s in the size of the l abour forces , is the 

perSistently high l evel of death within the industry through­

out the period , (particularly important s ince the wider social 

conscience wa s such that iri society at l a r ge , ' we lfa re ' was 

regarded as a more acceptable concept . ) Those who manned 

sailing vessels were the most vulnerabl e . '\'11 thin these 

parameters marginal differences are evident . The gap between 

sail and st earn widened a s the period progressed and as sail's 

attempts at competitive survival became the more despe.rate . 

The widening of these differences depends almost totally on 

differences in ¥reck G.nd Casualties and accident . In respect 

of disease there are , comparat ively, only mino r differ~nces 

"between the two sectors . A se aman manning a steamship had 

more chance of dying from disease, etc . , than from ac cident. 

But in both groups Wrec~ and Casualties, including unknown 

l osses , were the main life takers . 
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1884-85 

1885-86 

1886-87 

1887-88 

1888-89 

1889-90 

1890-91 

1891-92 

1892-93 

1893-94 

1894-95 

1895-96 

1896-97 

1897-98 

1898-99 

1899-1900 
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TABLE IV: 26 DEATH RATE. Al D TOTAL 

AMONGST BRI'l'ISH SEAr1EN AT SEA (1884-1900 ) 

(EXC.'LUDING LASCARS) 

BY w'RECK OR BY ACCIDENTS BY COL 1&2 
CASUAL1'I t;S ( NC. COL . l ) & DISEASE 

ETC. 
1 in 164 1 in 1 25 1 in 97 

1 in 223 1 in 160 1 in III 

1 in 142 1 in 112 1 in 88 

1 in 157 1 in 106 1 in 82 

1 in 200 1 in 1 29 1 in 98 

1 in 207 1 in 135 1 in 100 

1 in 157 1 in 120 1 in 92 

1 in 187 1 in 135 1 in 95 

1 in 231 1 in 169 1 in 1 28 

1 in 158 1 in 119 1 in 92 

1 in 210 1 in 147 1 in 108 

1 in 175 1 in 128 1 in 98 

1 in 234 1 in 157 1 in 117 

1 in 397 1 in 250 1 in 160 

1 in 171 1 in 134 1 in 103 

1 in 262 1 in 195 1 in 129 

SOURCE:- Shipping Casualties . Cd.3666. 1907 P.xxv 

TOTAL 
NmlBER 

1 , 940 

1,707 

1,986 

2,112 

1,791 

1,811 

2,009 

1, 983 

1, 482 

2,036 

1,722 

1, 866 

1, 558 

1,115 

1,716 

1,375 
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Table IV : 26 i l lustra tes t hat the 3eafarers in emvloyment 

J.ive d constantly with death from industrial hQzarcl as an 

everyday occurenc e , the s i mple average throughout the period 

be ing 1 to 106 from all cause;.::, . 

The U. K. resident se af arers in the per iod under consid-

er a tion wer e theref ore working in a ha zardou s environment, 

v ery of t en in poor materiaL condi tions and vIi th little , i f any , 

extra reward for the i ncre a sed productivity of the industry. 

Furthermore , he was in an insecure, casua l employment 

s ituation where job opportunities were being threatened by 

technolog i cal change and foreign l abour, and his old skills 

and traditions were being undermined by the industrialisation 

of the industry with the transition to s team frOJll sail. 

Although t he re had been some sympathctic recogni tion of the 

"many priva tions of the f,e amen ' slife " and "the inferiority 

of his situation to that of a ny other skilled l abourers" ( 48 ) 

it had not resulted in effect ive act ion or improved r ewards . 

By the mid 1880 ' s t here were a lengthy accumulation of 

o~tstanding grievances to .which, apparently, the seafarer 

could obta in no redre s s wi thou:t t aking the matter very firmly 

into his own hands • 

. 49. Lord Brassey (1877 ) op cit 



C! IAI'T SF. 1../ 

During the lEte 1 87 0 ' S 2,nd ear1~T 1880 I s both se:"".1.fare r 

a nd Sil i pow1'le r ilad become' i n c reasingly aVlare of t i1e 11eed f or 

organis e d r epresenta t ion to g ove r nment t and '.t was . ~ this 

c ont c:~t t _lat the l attcr had f ormed the Ch~rr.1Jer of Sh.' ppi ng . 

tut i on t h e e i s eviden c e of increasine c onccrn abou t 

lC(~islati on . The c e,mpaign of Pl ims oll on behalf of t h~ 

tl cnman , and I -ter t .he work of ell'mbex'lain, h , d no only 

awaken e d publ i c oympat hyfor them but a l s o made the "" aman 

himoelf mor e aware of h is rig ht t o improvemtmtE:: in condition,) 

out s ·.de t h e narrow l imit of wage in a so c iety , hi ch ':.ras 

~8 c o~ilg n Ie c Ohsu io~ of so~ia1 injuG~i e . 

Fror 1883 onwards there \ ere con::; is -L e ... '"lC clCr!l:mds fOl" a 

man::'1ing s c a l e, c ont inuous di s cha r ges , a four years 

apprentic e s hi p f or A. B. s . , a c ertifi cate of c on~etcncy , 

amp oyers l iab:.l..i ty , V'/eekly c 110tl e I;s and tho "'t r ic t 

regul~t ion a nd inspec tion of p~ 7io · ons . ( 1 ) Thi s rcri d a l 0 

S 2. IN a resurgenc e of _' ea;nen ' , u.n. ' ontsa t' and re!8 ed ffort Q 

t o establi s h sorno f orm of amal e;amat ion . here vIas a 

confe :renc of Brit i sh seame and seaeo ' ng firemen' .Lei th 

in August 1885 'Nhi ch discussed all of the '. bov e topi c s 1 but 

v\'c r e most conccrn9d with the first three v:h' C l 'Nere dire c tly 

1 . HOV0rrLb.r ::md 17 December 1 !"I 8 .) , 

Ro:{al Commission on Lo s of Lifa 'i:; Sea 
l ?l·rRe.port 04577 Par. 1 .Papers XX;:;- i884 = 5 
;,;'lna l .depor ~ 0:>2.:..7 Pa:-('l . Pape.!. ... s xiiii 1887 

109 
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related to the control of the supply of l abour and inhibi t ed 

the employment of foreigners . (2)There we re deleGat es from 

JJondon, Hull, Shields , Aberdeen , Dundee and Sunderland. and 
(3) 

they cla imed to represent a membershi p of 90 ,000 seaf a r ers 

who aereed that a draft se t of rules "be printed and copies 

of the s ame forwarded to the various societies f or their 

consideration with a view to amal gamation. " ( fir ) 

The mid 1880 ' s would appear to have been a e ood time 

for such a move as the period saw a re surg ence of unioni sation 

amongst seamen ; n ew s oci eties were emerging such as the 

Bristol Channel Port s Seamen ' s Defence Le ague , ( 5)the 

Vigilance Association in London, ( 6 ) the Union of the Bowl i n 

Liverpool(7) and there already existed in Goole a s trong 

society which was involved in a s trike during July. ( 8 ) 

It is difficult t o assess the long term influence of 

the 1885 conference but f oreigners and the -possibility of 

inclusion in the Employers Liability Act remained of concern 

2. A s ociety was formed in Shields with this aim in mind. 

3. Wils on J.H. My Stormy VOY8.fIe Through Life Vol.1 
Co-operative Printing Society Ltd. London (1926 ) p .116 

4. Sunderl and Daily Echo 28 August 1885 

5. Bristol Times and Mirror 27 and 28 April 1886 

6. Royal Commiss ion on Labour Minute s of Evidence 
Group B Vol.1 Q9232 

7. Loss of Life a t Se8. op cit para.16273 and 4 

8. Sunderland Herald and Daill Post 23 July 1886 
See also Appendix I 
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throughout -ehA ensuing year . There Vi P..r,··O c1t);:l0rlSt :CH'Li011G :til 

Sunderland cmd Shields in early ;,.To.rch 1036 c'.eai n::;t the 
( 0'1 

c~·l1r)l,oylnent of fo ::ce i gnors in I~nglish ve sse ls . \ -'i In ;12.Y 0i' 

th.:::!.t YC 2..r the South Shields Unit ed Seamen ' s and :F'ircmt~n ' s 

Society :net to di s cuss the inclusion of GC aJL18n in the 

Employers Lia bility Ac t foll ov/ed by 2~ similar f1\e.e LC ' 9 

-1- h d ] t . . d 1 d (10 ) 
l . ree a ys _8, 'er J.n ,un ,e r ,an • 

The fo cu~; f or amaleama tio 1:'emained c;tyone; on the 

T':orth East coast . I n July there was a :;onfcrcnc c of 

del egat es from North a nd South Shi elds, Sunderla nd a nd 

Ha rtlep ool to c ons i der " a proposal to ulnalgamate a ll the 

(1] ) s oc ie ties on the North E9,St c oas t . II . A month l ate r t h e 

North Shie l ds soc i ety pas s ed a resolution that 

"it i s f or the b es t interest of sailors a nd sea-going 
f iremen of t h e North East co aG t tha t the ex i st ing 
l oca l s ociety sha ll b e federated and united ' unde r 
the registered rules of the Sunderlan d s oci ety ( Nor th 
of Engl 3-nd )" (1 2 ) 

a nd a week l a ter r anches were opened in North and Louth 

Shields. This movement widened in September when the Nori.;h 

of England eOnl!!lUni c a t ed with the secr eta ries of the Goo l e , 

Gla sgow a rid Aberdeen seamen ' s s ocieties vvith a Vi e1l1 to 

1 
. ('),) 

ama gamatl0n. ~ 

To wha t extent conc ern with l egislation a nd a t t empt G to 

9. Su d~r!~~nd Daily ]~cho 2'1 Fehruary ,_nd 3 [, arch 1886 

J.O. Ibid 22 and 25 May 1886 

110 §.:!~nderl811~L Herald_~d_Dail~. Post 17 June 1886 

12. Ibid :5 A '.gtlst 1886 

13 . Ibid 17 Septemucr 1886 

I 
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direc tly influ enc e stat R a c tion C~ve the iM~Otus to 8cho00 S 

on 0, wide r bas is, i S diffi cult t'.) as se ss. Uncloubt (dl~r ';·!here 

such moves 'Nere GUd2:8stcd there Vlo.S str 'J~1[; cmphJ.s:i. :J en the 

need f or unity in order t o a chie've tho ' cctterlfLnt ' of 

adv a ntage of improved ec onomic condit i on OJ:' to avoid ',-mgc 

red Actions as ,/:2.S usu8.11y the case . For C:X:_>.i .. pl.e , 'ithe n t he 

t,~vo Hul l societ ie s anal p.: Jnat ed to be com:;; the IIull j)e c.lne n ' s 

a nd !',1arine A~~ 3 0ci a'Gion ( HS:vIF All. ) t heir 

esolution sta ted, 

"Kno ~ing tha ~ grea t alv8.n. tag cs were (3e rive d fl'om 'I.n :i.ty 
a nd co-operation T, oved t hat on and a fter 1st January 
1887 the ~eamen and Fireme n of t h~ t~o assoc iations 
d o amalgamate to f orm a n ass o c iation under the n am e 
an~ t ' tJ0 of tho Pul l Seamen ' s ane Firem8n ' s 
Amalgamated Ass ocia ti on h aving fo r ·.ts p;re a t est ol) ;j eet 
the bet teri ng of tll (~ c onai t j.Ol1S 10th 1'101',,-ll l y ::.md 
oocially and th ' lro fesGional i ln"Ur'()Vement o f the ea­
t a ring populations of the United '· Kingdom." (14 ) 

Howeve r , when a further conference was called in 

Dec emoer 1836 the .ain issue was one of wages . Th e emphllsis 

vms no t on ney ly incr ,13.sj.ng vages b1.'lt in-'rOc1llc :i, _g p.cf.t:i. or ft . 

uliforrr ity. Letters had been rec eived fz o 

"I/ondon, Glasf.;ov: , IU_L1 and GoolG r-3 t atine t hat they 
:i.ntC:~1.dGd to t Ctke up the quec;t ion 0 .' sc.amen ' ;:; 'il:.:lee S 

t here was a view to brine-inc: a bout an equalis ti on 
in the r a tes at t he' arious p orts . " (15) 

It \'1£'.8 anticipa t ed "hat delegat es 'i/o1.;tld c ome to t he canf ~rence 

from t he JJondon Seamen I s and Firemen I s Vj.giJ. ~l.nc e As s oci2.tion, 

14. !{iinute s of ..;he Hull Seamen f s and Marine Firelrl,Gll t s 
.f.I,.mal gamat ~d 1 330ciat ion ( H. S . I'II . F . h . ~ .) 5 Oc ',.) bel' 1886 

15. 14 Decembe r 1886 
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the G18.sgo'N and Aberdeen lini ted S88.111en I s Friendly Sucictr 

Qnd similar bodie s at Hull, G oole, IfIi c1dlesborouz h :1.!1d 

Hartlepooi . In tho event , on 30tll Decc mber r the re ~arc only 

. representative s frbl~: the l ast t hree p ~rts and from i;J e local 

s ocieties in Sunderl and and Shields , and the concern of t he 

conference seems to have be en entirely 108 <.1.1 . • ( 16) 

\ hi l st the c onference was 8.ppo.rentl~r a f2.i lure , the 

questi on of increa ses in lageA and the pOGsiai ll ty of 

a;nalgamation remained a live. Althoue;h the envisaged. na tion'"l 

waee campaign did not materialise, there ;vere isola t ed 

incidents of agi t 9.tion f or increa ses in pay . and eains were 

made . (17) There was a ballot of the Nort h of Ent:;land !Tl e:nbcl~­

shi p (l8 )in February whi ch gave overwhe lming upport to a'rilee 

a ction on the North Eas t coast but if i n fact a strike did 

take pl a c e it was not of sufficient importance to be reported 

in the loca l press. Nevertheless ,this local society 

c ont inu ed its efforts t ·o 

"amalgamate or fede~ate with .... camen's societies at 
London, Liverpool , Gla sg ow, Hull and Hartlepool, 
Mi ddlesborough and other port , on a ba sis similar 
to t a t of the Engineer or Ro.il·:tay Servant ." ( 19) 

An ~ ppro (.;.ch wa s made to these other societies and there was 

a positive r es onse from Hull who request ed that further 

det a i.ls be sent to them . (20) At a meetinf.; a week In-ter t he 

16 . Ibid 31 Dece ber 1886 

17. Ibid 17 November 1886 

18. Ibid 4 February 1887 

19 . Ibid 14 April 1887 

20~ Minutes of H .. s. !:Il . li' . A. A. op cit 19 April 1887 
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North of England unanimously agreed that a COI~~ittee ~o set 

up to draw u'p ruleu to brj.ng about a f8c-oration of seamen 1 s 

union::3 . This JD- ove, Ii ce others before it did not ,Or.:lC to 

.1.ruition . 

What i s signifi cant about thi:,) particular f ailure is 

it s indirect link with the formation of the Nati.onal 

Amalgamat ed Sa ilors and Fi r emen t s Union oj:' Gr eat Britain 

und ITelancl ( N '..SFU ) '" since J. Havelock l,vil_son ~.mcl. fe 110\.., 

members of the local s oci e·ty WLlO EOUll<.le u tl10 new oX't;<1nisatio:1. 

defected over t h i s issue. The exact motivation f or this 

split in the case of J . Havelock \hlson is in some doubt . 

At its lovvest level it may have be en a question of personal 

r ivalry f or a l eading pOi3 ition in the Society of which 

Wilson had been President i n 1886 . The S~cretary at the timc 

of t he break, Alfred Rutherford , was anxious t o :na'ntain 

s1lecio.l local relc:d;ionships , (21) ',:.hi 8h mo::.r..t th?t any fcrm 

of co-opeiati on ~ith oth~r orts and organisations implied 

a l a rge degre e of ' branch' autonomy , whereas Havelock Wilson 

preferred " amal gamation whi ch would hav e prevented societie s 

from sec edi ne after. any :petty grievancc.,,( 22 ) 

21. Such as between the Nor t h of England and Lambton .. , in 
Sunderland, see beJ.ow; and the i .S. IYf • . F'.A.A. and 
Thor~;:.. l,'lilnon & Sons in Ell. See Bro1: E. 
Waterfront Organisation in H1):.~_l 1870-1900 University 
of Hull occa sional .Papers in "';conoLic and Social 
'istory No.5 (1972) pass im and "letcher B. 

A Local Union in the Era of New Unionism Rea ding Univer it.l 
m73) unpublished manuscript passi nl:--

22. Sunderlc nd H-e rald and :Q.aill.,. Post 26 Apri l l887 



- 115 -

rrhesc differ ing vi ewpoints 'illu~;rLr2.te tho p l ")bledl on 

'.'/hi ch S c\ , t'''\~<'. ror C\ f',u.l N\ (l b~ (\, foundered 2.t this t ime . rJ~hf] 

existine loca l so c ieties were [l~ost inv a riably dep 3 ndent 

on special relationshi ps with local shi!1owners or a .'trcmg 

community of interest fo r long ter, st ability; CO f!lr:: i t..-mc llt 

, to n a tional policy , wh ~ch was j,mplicit in eny effectiv~ 

amalgamation, 'flas a potentia l threat to sp8 c ir;l,1 :r.elr.d:ion"h i :;)s 

tha t 1er8 loca lly based. Thi s i s subs'~ ~ ntiated by a 

s t8.te me n t made by a seaman \'/ho S e i led out 01' Sunde l.und i!";. 

the 1880 ' s 

"They [the Horth of Enr;land] vV8rq afraid if they 
incorporat e d all seamen in the ir u nior they ~'/oHld 
l ose the l! onop oly they r.G,d 0 ' the weekly Lambton 
b oa ts." ( 2.3 ) 

Hav elock Wils on on the other ha nel , r oc ognised this inherent 

weakness of the o..rralr; .:"rat ion of 1.0c :='.1 f1 0~j eti s, and i f any 

co-operation ~as to be 3uCC CGciful it ~ust have as its fir s t 

priority a nation'~ l c omn:i t ment r a ther th8.n a loca l one. 

His brcak with the North of Engl and c ame in late tTune 

or early July 1887, by July 26th it was reported tha t he had 

be en ~ equest ed to re 8i~~ s he Union ' repre ent tiva on the 

Sunderland ~rrade8 Council, tha t he h C'. d done s o and a n e vI 

rep re sentative had b een e l ec ted.(24 ) Following this he called 

2.3 " S orGhELYJ.f~ no"jcs of an ' nt erview with Charles Lind.ley 
in Sweden s ometime i n the late 1950" in the _rchives 
of the Nati ollal Union OJ. IJerunen. 
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a mee ting to establish 8. xiv::1 l 1..111ioll. ( 25 ) Thi f; dec i s l on 

l;'ras ~rcsumably r ,ot an j.:n.p1. 1 slv e one Gince he had be en a 

sailor for 8. numbe r of years and also had extensiv e tra de 
. ('Y' ) 

union experience . 0 :Eurthernrore, he was by this tj.me 

e s t a blished ashore a nd would pe rha ps have had a more 

objective view o f the probl ems of the e f fective oreani so;tion 

of the se 3.farers , a nd h i s c onnection wi t il the J oc c.1.1 s oci ety 

'/lOuld. give him L~ ome knovvleug e of the <'u pport he WD..u liice ly 

t o ge t . 

A publi c mect ine was he ld on the 1 8th Au gust 0 those 

rrse e.me n a nd fireme n interested in the f ormation of a 
' National Seamen ' s and Firemen ' s Union' at 
Mr . J . H. Wils on ' s Ea ting House , High Street Ea8t~ 
( ;Ju.nde rland).11 (27) 

25. Sunderland Herald and Daily Post 9 August 18870 and 
Shi ppine Gazette 20 August 1887 

\, 

26. McConvi lle J. a nd Saville J . 7 J. Hav~locl{ Wi l s on t in 
Pi..£~.~.~?~ry ~~_Labour Ig5~graphX Vol . I V 
Ed. Bellamy ~J. and Saville J. Macmillan (1978) 

27. Hinute Book of the National Amal ,ama ted Sailors ' 
Fi- amen 's Uni e ... of Gr c8. a d Irela.."1 
18 u gust 1887 · 
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I\~r. ·dilson e~.::plained that he h e d sec8ued from the 'North ()f 

Eneland because of their disinclina ti on to extend their 

sphe r e of influence. 

"The inability of the local society in the c ase of the 
recent sea men's strike to se cure the wae;es asked f or 
be att ributed to the purely local influ e nce of that 
org~:.nisation . " 

In uddi tion to vthich 110 felt tha.t infh~cnco on gOllOrl1I:lcr..t 

p olicy , in particula r in rc13tion to the evidenc e ~ivcn t o 

the Se18ct Committee on TJ oss of Id.fa at 0ea an· the OJl.Bf3ti.on 

of t he u nder anning of ve sse ls , \vould be more cffect i vo h,?d 

" an 8Jl1al g amated uni on beon in exi s tence" 

and " that they <"hould kee p the local f] ociety a.s the nucleus 

of a national one , extending it to other ports . ll ( 28 ) 

Not a ll tho se p resent ,<':ere com~nitt ed to an amale;ams.ted 

org<- ni s::l.tion . The Ch8.1rman of the me eting, whi l st agreeing 

that s ince a loca l s ociety was bEmeficial then " su rely a 

uni on throughout the Kinadom would be infinite l y morc ) ower · ul . l~ 

advocated a national Federation , "the influenc e of wIich 

would be tre nendou.s extending eve n t o parliament itaelf. " 

The meeting concluded vith the resolution 

":rhat this me eting is of the opinion tha t, owing to 
the complete f ailure of local s oc ie t ie8 in protecting 
the intel~est of sailors and firewen , it; is desira ble 
that a national amalgama.ted nion shou: d be :formcd 
r:i thout delay .- the se hE.ving branches in ::<.11 p ort..:> 
of the United Kingdom - on th~ same principle a s 
t !.le succe s..;,ful trades uniol1o of other wo:cknen . II (29) 

28 . Sunderland Herald and Dni1~ :;t 19 .c'\.v.c;ust 188'7 

29. Ibid. 19 August 1887 
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The object s of the ne w s ociety, as def ined a t the 

mee ting, included the i nt ention 

lito improve the t one an d to pr ot ec t tiv; int ct'"sts 'J:: 

all classe s of t h e rjea f' arj.ne c or.1.:m ... i.TIi t y ; t o prov ine a, 
bett e r cla s s of E1en f or t }1,e mer chc.m t servic e , and to 
se o tha t a ll membe:cs engaGe d thr our;h t he union \Vi I I 
be on bo ard their ves f3el a t the a ppoin ~ed t i lflC, and 
in a sober condition, to endeavo ur to obta i n rea~onable 
hours of duty a nd to mo.inta j.n f 8. i r r ;.-ltn s of 'dage s . " (JO) 

These objectives did not r adica lly differ from t hose of t ho 

Horth of Engl and except perha ps for the exten; of t he 

provision of Priendly Benefits which included t he e f~ ta u i s ' ment 

of seamen's homes in addition to the more u sua l provision of 

[i f3 si s t ance to those travelling in search of .work , to r ',li ev E! 

the sick or temporarily di s able d a nd to pay fo r 'respec t able 

interment in case of death ' . 

The extent of the fri end1y bcne f it s is pr esumably clue 

to the i nfluence of a "well-l~no':m workmen ' s s oci ety 1 whic h 

has been very succe s s ful l
' , tha t is the xmal gamated Socl ety 

of Railway Servants , since the loca l secret ary of tha t 

organisation had assisted in the formula tion of the rules. ( 31 ) 

In attemptine to f orm a se pa r ate organi s ati on, \hlson 

and his colleagu e s v/ished to crea te a ba se from vhich t hey 

could pursue the policy of fe dera tion and amal gamation 

with other local societies or branches. This did not i mply 

a c entral i~..lcd na tional organi s ation , but was i n line with 

the policy they ha d endeavoure d to g et a dopt ed. 

by the North of Engl and. and VIas well v:ithin' " h e t r adit ion of 

30. Ibid 19 Aw:;u s t 1887. Also s ee Sunder1and Daily bcho 
19 August 887 " 

31. Ibid , Wils on J . HQ op cit, p .108, 
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of t~e 1850 ' s and 1870' ~ . It was to J8 an ~nalg~~at~ 0n of 

au"t onor:lOUS bra nch:;;3 but 't,i t~l D. f'ir'n cornr'li trnent to tr'lC 

priority of na tional policy a n d the cf3 t ao~_ inh.rnent of a 

resp ectable a net resp ol1s i ble seafaring lcl bour f oY'vc . ( 3 2 ) 

Such a n amal gamation arJp ealed to the London Vi,gilancG 

Society 'Nho wrote l at e ill AueufJ'l; GO the n. A . :J • .!.' • U. 

"ex:0res s inr:: a de sire to join the ncw amalp;a mt ionll (33) 

It is difficult to ;Jay 'Nhcthcr any _ 0:::'::1 ::'.1 1ir..k w?s e st'.>..b l·' sh"!c; 

but the Secreta ry, 'Ytr . Simpson , wrote o1.fering l1.is sc:cvi ce s 

a s travelling org aniser/secretary , particula rly in relat ion 
, . 

t o opening a br anC.l in Cardiff . At the S:l!ne meeting th",t 

thi 3 l e t t er was discussed , Wi l son r eported tha t he had 

enrolled some Cardiff men whe n 'chey were in Sunderland , in 

the h ope t.hat they " 'NOlld l end valuable assistanc e in opening 

,- br'1'lch l' n t ''''~ f~ t ,,(34) .", ~ t f IT "'n f am 0..1. ,_'" _ _ .!:J.'';'; _ vrmc~ par • DUIO .T1.en , 0 ., ";'J. 

other p _ts ~ay be 8 e e~ tC a method of ' spreaJing the w0rd ' 

and providirg the nucleuu for the foundati on of branc he D in 

their home port . 

32$ Herald and Daily Po s t 19 August 1887 
N • . • -:'-. l? U. op cit, 2-6 Sept ember and 

5 December 1887. N. B. 14 men were xpelled in the 
first t hree months of the Union's existence , a 
suo tuntlul arJ.ount in a p o t vJi th a:.1. chel' soc i ety 0. d 
no union shop . 

33~ Ibid 23 August 1887 

34. Ibid 19 October 1887 
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It may well be t hat in t hi ~ way the desire for 

nrgani ~ation was cne:endercd in Ne' !port , ~ ;j_nce in Pebruary I' 

for~at ion of a branc h . No direct a ction was taken by the 

N .. A.S.P.U. but 'the idea vvas e ncouraGe d thr oueh ( ~ o rr'c :J:p ondence~ 35 ) 

Larg e J.lee tines of SC8.J'Ilen 'Nere held i r.. Ne '.'!P or" , pre.sw laol~r 

with GOm2 8U cess s ince a t the end o f .£i'ebruc;,ry , Wi. son 

wrot e enJl.lJ i. 1:' ine; " wh a t prog res s they a r e making w·'.th the Union 

<::. t tha t :!:crt , I, ( 36 ) n:r:d thi s mov ement c.' .l..p':;8.ri": t 0 hc~vc 

cont inued throuf'h out May a nd June. (37 ) 

The se a-!-tc .'\p ts by the N • .• S . F . U. to c~ cour3.ge more 

wide spread loca l organisati on was mat c hed ~ith a con cern 

by tho est r_~bli s.hed s ocir;tie s to federate . There i", no d' rect 

evi denc:c '3.f3 to the sou rce of a s c heme . or Fede ration ','!hic 1 

was put for~ard and di s cussed in the early months of 1888. 

On the one h nnd it may llo..v e been a r,la noeuvre by the N. A.S . li' .U. 

to e~' t ablish f ormal link'" with the existing s ocietie s such as 

the n orth of England. 2.':ld .the lI.S. r.1.F . A . A.; on the other , it 

could just as eas ily have be en a recog nition by those 
, 

s oc ieties o ~ a need to t a ke into account the ero~ing awnrenes~ 

b y s eamen oi t i.le need f or concerted a ction . ~he i dea of a 

SChCl:1C :C o:c feder,),'l;ion is f i rs t nenti oncd in til r,Iinutes of 

t h H.S . T.1 . .. ' . A.A. when it was s uggested the co mmitt e e should 

ass is t thG Secretary to wnetld the ;:,ch cme i.l -"~quircd and 

the Secre "t.·::o ry waG to forward the re nul t s t o a ll kno wn s ociet i e , 

whi ch he <lid at -chc end 01' February . ( 38 ) 

35. ]\"inutec:.)f l'T • .:L3 .F.U. O}! cit, 3 F brv.8_ry 1888 

36. Ibid. 27 Pebl lary 1888 
37. Ibid 28 fliay a nd 18 JUllO 1888 
38. Hinutes of '-he H.S . tl . ]? A.A. o p cit :5 ,JG.,lUaJ..~y 1888 
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On 19th r,brch the North of England ha.d [.1 communica ti.on 

which cl a imed 

"the speci a l attent ion of membcrs , a circular 
sent from a kindre d :::30cicty cont a ining an 
elaborate scheme for the federation of all 
s eamo n ' s societies in the U. K. !! 

and the main obj cctives were app r oved .( 39) The N. A.S. F.U. 

do not mc::.lce particular r eference to such a s cheme a t thi s 

time , a l though they do l a t er endeavour to federa te with 

exi s ting s oci eties. 

What i s of i mpor t anc e i s that such a s cheme was put 

forward , r a ther than who made the suggestion, for it is an 

indic ation of the continuanc e of the traditional t ype of 

na tional action by seamen , whi ch had l ast be en stated at 

the 1886 conf erence in Shi el ds . ( 40 ) A tradition r0c~ 

which the N. A. S.F. U., in its firs t six months, cho wed no 

inclination to a~ \ -~ . 

In surm~er 1888 the N. A. S. F.U. wa s s till in practic e a 

local organisation with little more than 500 members. (41) 

It was in t hi s capacity t hat it acted with the other t wo 

northern s ocieties in an interview with t he Home Secretary 

and the Board of Tra de on 8th May , 1888 . ( 42 ) The main 

topics discussed were the inclus ion of seamen in the 

Employers ' Li ability Act , the official re-e s t abli shment of 

39. Sunderla."1d Daily Echo 20 March 1888 

40. See above page 111. 

41. Report of Trades Union Congre ss held in Bradford 1888 , s ee 
also Appendix II 

42. IVI .T. 9 . 334 . flI8933/1888 - P . R.O. 
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of advance nO''ceB, certificates of CO!!lp(~tlmcy fo::'1'.' A.D. t 8 

and the Wido mJ and Or )han~ Pension Pur..d. 11he dep'J:~c.tion 

INas a ccorilpanit.;d by a group of well krlOWl1 Liberal :'" I. P . s, 

such as Thomas Bvrt and Charle:::; H. Vlilson, the Hull ship-

0 \'.'1101' . On thei return fro m the meet ing the I .A . S.:P . U. 

tendered a vote of thanks to f'.-Ir. Butcher of Hull ',nd 

Mr . H. Friend , se cretary of the North of Enp;land, (43 ) and 

the t 0 Sunderland s ocieties 11 III 0, join t; <lelil J'l s trat..i.on 

over the Widows and Orphans BilJ. .( 44 ) 

It is not poss ible to assess the effe" t of tho de put a t:i.on 

itself , but the ~enefit to the ·N .A. S.F.U. ~~s can iderable. 

Not on' y did they gain publicity by attendin8 and offering 

a vote of thanks to tho secretaries of the two thor s ocio '- i(n~, 

but their participation gave them the status of a bonafide 

and representat ive organisati on, albeit still confined to 

Sunderland. 

From the inceptiori of the society , Nilson had st iven 

to get recognition as a representative organis''l.tion.. In 

September 1887 he approached the local employers , setting 

out the objectives of the society , with particular referenc e 

to the provision of sober and reliable men, in the hope 

perhaps of est ablishing the special kind of relationship 

that the No th of England had lit h Lambton and Co. He Vias 

however ignored by the shipowners . 

This did no t deter the union from further discussing 

43. :tI inutes of N.A.S J.I. U. op cit 10 May' .8880 

44. Sunderl ,~~~d D 
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tJo-o pera tion ii1 t .hc fo rm of a sLi.V.:! council of 0\'V':'l8rS and 

rl.:! p r e senta tiv8S of t h e men. In the l ol lo ';:ing April h e n.3~ i t: 

vn~ot o to th0 owners 

"they '[I,t'e (1esirous t o h've a joil1teorft:l1i tt e e of 
shipcvrncys and s ~ 2.n18n a !1Point ell to cGl1 ~:; idel' all 
que s tionD a ffe cting the i r interest. " (45 ) 

This appr oach was again . ignored, but on tlle speci f ic question 

of provisions they met with more succ ess . The union Gent 

th'8 Shipowner.:> Soc i ety 0. propo se \,; 8.1 e i n April, ( 46 ) and 

after a meeting with the shipowner s thre '.:; month", later it 

'lIas 

"pr actically adopted vI i th the excr:ption of the t i n 
of milk and currie powder . In lieu of whi ch they 
r eceived dried apple , l ard and baking powder. 1I ( 47 ) 

As f ar as the othcy .Sunderland workine; men ' s organisa t ion s 

were concerned, the advent of a second seamen's society in 

the t ovm waiJ n ot regarded as exceptionable . For the N.A.S. :B' .U. 

wa a ccepted by the Trades Council virtua l y fr olll its 

establi s hm'ent , and in Hovember they wrote to the Union 

concerning the proposal f or the Feder a t i on of all working 

men 's so cieties in the town .( 48 ) By early 1888 , Wileon was 

the societ ies represent t i ve on the Trade Council . 49 ) 

45. Ibid 9 Apr"l 1888 

46. .linut es of N. A . S • til. U 9 op cit 27 February and 10 May 1888 

47. " bid 27 A1;gl.1.St 888 

48. Ibid 7 November 1887 

49 . Ibid 30 Apr~l 1888 



Within the loeal labour mo·v8mcnt he a c hievod s ome. l'I'ominr:>l1ce 

in attempt i ng to stand f or th~ East ~ard in the Coun il 

elections and he was llthanked for o :f~'e!'ing to fiC;\t the 

East Ward. " ( 50 ) . 

Despite the aspirati ons of t he new s ociety to spread 

it s influence through federation and J . H . ohlson I S efforts 

to consolida te his ovm influence in the cOlTummi ty 1 it was 

still,12 months after its fourldc.tion , confined to Sunder:J..and . 

Ho vever , durtng July 1888 it was a ctive l y com-d.dering op ening 

branches in Shields, and on 31st July a meeting was held for 

t his purpose . The society was. 

" de termined to est abl i sh branches of the Union at (5]) 
nine or ten of the principa l ports in the King 10m" . 

The f irst expansi on into South Shields r esulted in "very 

satisfactory progres s .,,( 52 ) It is interesting to not8 that 

it was insuff icient apparent ly to warrant, or permit, thc 

setting up of a branch across the river jn North Shields 

until some three months lat er. 

It was in the autunni and winter of 1888-1889 tha t the 

influence and organisati on of th N.A.S . . DU. s prea d o .t i e 

t he confines of the North .c,ast coast. The r eason for this 

lies in the economic climate in the maritime industry rather 

than any change in policy or t actic s by the Union . During 

-------
50. Sunderland Herald and Da ily Post 12 ~~d 17 July 1888 

51. Sunderland DailLEcho 1 August 1888 

52. Ibid 8 August 1888 
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this t ime there was a rec very in freieht rates . f 

contempor8.ry wrote in December 1388, 

I!The past yoc3.r \'Iill stand out as a remarkabl 'J ono 
in the history of shipp ing intere ~t - a transforma tion 
scene of the v/hole trade - from o'r)j ect d.epre!:,sioll 
to revival and prosperity." ( 53 ) 

It is n t pos :l ible to attri.bute the circW1l ...... tur.ces in 

Which partlcular branches were f ormed , but there a pJ ca r t o 

be t ~o main cateeories of development. F'. ot y thera we re 

requests from IJOrGs for the formation of brune ' 0" , not ::l','.'ay:::: 

tal{en up , and such a request was often linked with existing 

or potential dis~utes ; or secondly by the N.A.S.F.U. inter-

vening on their OV'ffi initiative, wi thout invitation , there 

disputes exi.sted, and sometimes when at least a nU.c1eu<3 of 

organisation already existed, if not a strong local society . 

It was short age of l abour , no doubt a l s o due to the 

improved economic conditions , r ather than specific agitqtion , 

which attracted the N. A. S . F . U. t o Cardiff , in addition to 

which there may well have been a nucleus of membershi.p in 

the port already. ( 54 ) A representative went to the por t anc1. 

::. branch was op(~ned on 5th September 'i th 33 members . It 

was not a succes"" as , by the end of the I ont.h , it only had 

140 members with a deficit of £7.15s . 0d . This was despite 

a vL it by Havelock I/ilson following which he had declared 

the ranch '!pro ised to be the l arge t i ' the Union ." (55) 

53. Fairplay 4 vanuary 1889 

54. See above page 119 

55 . Sunderland 29 September 1888 
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I t wa s only when a loc 2.!-1 trac.e u.!li onist , 2.1 though n ot a 

SCOJrl8.:n, took over ea rly in October tha't the branch begc-m to 

t hrive. 

The impetu s fer a move t o ore 2nise the N.A .S. FoU. in 

Liv erpool se ems to have bcen a desire to cEpit 2.lise on 

existin& ae;itation and t he presence of a small lo "'al s oci ety ... 

Early i n September t here had been an attempt t o re d ce mges 

in s a iling vessels out of Li 81'poo l ai d this had l'0sulL eJ. 

in placards being pOuted on the 8th , presumably by the 

local s ociety , the United I.Tarine Benevolent Society , ca llinG 

a meet ing to discu ss the s i tuation . One or two strikes took 

place but t he disaffec tion c aoo to an end on September 14th 

and a compromiJe settlement of 5/ - per month was a ccepted . 

On the 17th September , the N. A. S. F .U. Executive Comrnittee 

a greed to send a delegate to Live r po ol rather than Glasgo v'/ 

which had been t heir original intention, ( 56 ) to open a br2...nch 

since " seamen there ha d made some a ttempt t o organ ise . IIC , ?) 

The same s trategy was fol l owed in Gl a sgow when a 

delegate ot' the Union was de spatched there and a br anch 

sta r t ed on 6th November, ( 58 ) \hen a di~pute wa s alrea dy in 

progre ss . The follovling mon t h 'the men in Ne'vlrport declared 

that they would not ship with non-union men ~ ( 59 ) .. '1" he 

56. lIIinutes of the N.A . S. F. U. op ci t 17 Sept ember 1888 

57 . Sunderland Herald and Dai1~ Post 18 Septem'ber 1888 

r.::8 Weekly Echo and Times ~underlanq\ 9 Novembe r 1888 .J • . 

59 . Sunderland Daily ~;>cho 8 December 1888 
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:i..nvolvemc! t of the E.A.S . P . D. in -the f)ort .h~td becn rcqL;. c:-;-\~oCJ_ 

pcrt s . The re 121 hO'!!3'ler ' , no ine:(l-cion of t .fte N.A ..... . F'.U. in 

in October, nor V'fore t. 1H_'Y me r':~J .. on0 c1 ';-r:JeI~ tlw'L' c 'N1 8 1. similar 

st rike in Ca r di fj:' and l'cnarth 'l:hi.ch. on;v 
' oJ P. fU'if hours 

d ] + .:l • • . d' t 1 f' c: I ( 60 ) 
~3..n re~n _ veu J,n 8 .. , lmlnG lQ C .:J.c.yo.r.~ e CL. :'1/ " 

J~he Ii . A. S . l.' ~U. (iiCl. !lo t alway'" get in.vo1v ·,d .. Ln (;ul':cent 

agitation , a n d ~hen a reque st fo r assist ance was received 

from Cork durine a di sp~te, no. direct resp~nse was made . I t 

is perhaps unfortunate th8:'- when the ti.me was ripe c.:mc. the 

opportunity there for expansi on? t he f~OCi.cty did no t a l 'v""ays 

h ave the capabi.lity to respond. 

At the S aI1le time as thi:::; exp 8.{).si o~ 'Y'/C'.S takinf :> 11ac 1 the 

in North Shield::: on 17 ';h October with 40 members ; t his event 

may well have been ass ociated with agitation in South Shields 

over at t emptp tn ge t equal pay with that ach~cved ' n 

Hartlcp oo.L thl:::! previous Augus t, apparently without CL.'1.y trade 

union o::cgo..nisation. Therefore by the time the fLcst PX!l1U Lll 

(61 ) h':!lcl 30th Octob3r, tl: _ Ur:. ', In1 -::: : ,'),11 erno" ,...·t-:"" ... t ' 0'" " '3." on .) 'J .. . ('_ ,, . .... _ '11 ~ 

60. Com;-Cl<?nwaa~ 27 Oc:tobe 1888 

61. Some sources refer t o this as the Annual D8!Yonstration 
and others the firs t Annual Gen ral IiIE' e'l:"ng . A:':l the 
meetin~ in Cardiff in 1889 is also 'efc_red to a. the 
first nnua1 General ~':ie('lting, t;b:: term Deluonztration 
hrs heen U~A~ to avoid confus ' on 
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bo as·t five branches and a membership of 2 ,585~G 2 ) Whil s t 

the existence of branches in Liverpool and Cardiff did c;ive 

some support to national a Sl)i r a t ions , a s pe rhaps did 

Havelock Wilson I s presence 8.t the 1888 'Y.ro.de Union Congress 

where he affiliated with 500 members, it was , neverthel ess , 

regarded by a leading maritime journal 8. S one of the "tv'IO 

local and riva l Gocieties in Sunderland .,,(63) 

The favourable economic circumst ances which encourage d 

the growth of the N . A . S . F~U . al s o enabled the wel l-establ ished 

s ocieties , such as the North of Engl and , and the H. S. M. F.A . A. 

conc erned mainly with weekly boat s , to make gains through 

the normal channe l s of negotiati.on . In October both ore;anis­

ations requested increases of t he ir respe ctive employers, ( 64 ) 

and although there was some delay due to a colliers strike~ 

the a dvances had be en conceded by the end of the ye ar .( 65) 

The men in the weekly boats on the Tyne do -not app ea r to 

have been so fortunate ; they appealed to the N. A. S . F .U. f or 

help in connection with their bid f or a rise but thi s does 

not appear to have been forthcoming . ( G6 ) 

62. Sunderl and Dail;y: Echo 31 October 1888 

63. Se afaring 20 October 1888 See also Appendix II 

64. Minute s of H. S. M. F . A'.A. op cit 9 October 1888 
Sunderland Dail;y: Echo 30 Oct ober 1888 

65. Minutes of H. S • Ivl. F • A • A • ibid 1 J anuary 1889 

66. Sunderland Dail~ Echo 30 October 1888 
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By November it had become common knowledge that there 

had be en an i mprovement in freir.;r"l"Gs , althouGh ttu~ (V,'Ylp.rs 

t hems elves regarded it ~"8 only part ial , and by the end of 

Dec ember it was ca lcula ted that, in Liverpool , they had 

gone up by 50% over the preceding year . I t Das this broadly 

f avourable economic clim.ate ',''thich ur.!.der-p inncd the now 

expansion of the union r a ther than it s (wrtl missionar y zeal, 

and engen 'tered th .. agita tion \'/hich "I , s ~o provide :L t:J :")Teat es t 

cha118nge in 1889. As t he prosperity (!,l'ew , seamen incre u: .. 3ingiy 

ma de both organi sed . and unerganL..>cd demands to benefit . New' 

branche s of the N. A. S.F.U. continued to be se t up with Seaham 

and London org8.nising in J anu<.,;.ry . In the former ca .. e H(ivelock 

Wils on succ es s fully intervened in a local strike which 

re sult ed in the ...:>et t .. ng up of 3. branch, 'flhereas in the cas e 

of London, the initiat ive appears to hav e c ome fro th 

I.A . S . F . U. Exe cutive Committee . A resolution t o th18 effect 

was passed by them on 31st De c ember 1838 and during the 

fi .st veek of 188 9 a branch wa s forme d under the se cretary 

ship of A. H. Abbott. ( 67 ) By the end of the se cond wc ek i n 
. ( ~ 8) 

J anuary tho branch c laimed 170 members . b Befor e th , end 

67. Arthur Ri c ard bbott , b .1857 i::1 Hull 9. Yo~_ sil " re f a 
senfaring family. ':tent to sea at 13 ye ar::; ," 'became an 
A.B., took part in agitat ion of various kind.s before 
joini ng the N. A. S . F. U. in the au t tunn of 1888. 

68. Sunderland DLily Ech o 16 January 1889 
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of the month three branclic;s had been G;;;tablishE:d (69) .;md 

ware becoming increasingly a ctive en the qucGtion of ~aBe u. 

Branche"" v/ere also mU3hroomint; elser/he re. Havelock 

Wilscn, on his return from Glasgow en February 13th, clo.imed 

that while he had been in the North 

"branches h a d been establis!l.cd in Gre enock , Lith, 
ArdroS 33.!l, Ca'1lpbe lIt o\",'l'l, T!'oon , l\:YY:' , 1u':Jl in BtJl18"Jt l 

Londonderry , King ston a.:nd Cork , ','hi Ie 8.pp l:i.c a tions 
for branches .had' been received fron! Port s [wuth , 
Kings 'Lynn, V/orkir gton , ilh ' 'r. e .h'=lven, Goole , (;.- irn8 y, 
Yarmouth and Southampton . 11 (70 ) 

rrhe n ame of Abr.rdeen was added to this impre s<.!ive li 't a few 

days l a ter, and \as notable for t he f a ct t h a t the appli cation 

C ::;.l e from the Aberdeen Trades Council a nd not , a~l wa u su o.l , 

from the seamen themselves (7l) 

This rapid g rowth i s perhaps anoth r exampl. of the 

seamen's re a diness to claim thc i... share of tho reco'reY:'Y 

rather than a long term eonmitment to unionisation . 'ihilst 

this climate provided the N. A. S . F . U. v.;i th \ ele-ome op 0 tuni tie c 

to become the national union it claime d t o b e , it a lso brought 

problems . Furthe ~ore, in order to satisfy the aspirations 

of . he neVi membership .Lro vlidely differine p ort s , it had vO 

prove ~ts effectiveness by gaining immediate wag increaves 

69. Th_ 0ta.1. 23 Ja uary 1889 
S1iTiJ'!?j~ Gazette 23 January 1889 

70 . Sunderland I-ierald and D' ily Post 16 February 1889 
'un~lan Dally Echo 16 February 1889 

71. See Buckl ,_y K. D. Trade Unioni s m in Aberdeen 1878-1900 
p . 3? and pa.8im . 
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8.ntl. precipitate a ction was by no rneuns con(lucive to 101lg 

term Gt Ci.oili ty and often hig hlight ed the lc.cp..l/na t ional 

dichot omy'. There are exruDp l es of di~pute8 dIrectly 

involving the N. A. s . F. U. in J 2.nuD.ry und February , 1889 in 

a nW1lber of ma j or ports such as Glasgot;{, I-lull, London and 

Liv erpo ol . 

At a uni on meet ing j.n Glasg o \': on J 6th J anu a ry I i 1; vIas 

resolved that 

" \ e the seamen c. nd fj.re lllen of Glasgow co n:::l ic1c l ' our 
wages to be far 10'.ve r than they ought to bc o.nc1 
resolve t o demand the following r tl.tcs of waees: -­
Firemen J~4 . 58 a nd Seamen £4.0f) in all class of 
steamers , except v/c ekly bo a t s f or whl.r.h the w g e 
demand wi ll be 30/- p er week . For sail ing ahips 
to the Baltic a nd Qu ebe c ..c3 . I5 .... and s outhwa r(l s 
£3 . 0s." (72 ) 

By t rw 1st PebruaJ.~y it was repo r t ed tha t 20 ships were idle 

and that "both part ie s to the dispute s maintain their nosition 

with uncomp romising firmness .,, (73 ) Although the owne ~ 

a tt empted to import labour , thi s was not always successful 

since when 

" a s c ratch crew ... of r ather unlikely looking men " 

sailed in a ve ssel from Greenock to IJiverpool and 

"very he a.vy weather prev a iled off Larnlash , a nd s ome 
of the c rc'/'I viho we re not u ::ed to th;:) seafaring life· 
turned seasick . Under t ho circumst811C e s the c a:(ltain 

determined to put the ve sse l b a ck t o Greeno ck. 1I (74 ) 

72. Shipping Gazette 19 January 1889, Gl~~ow Hera ld 
30 January 1889" and Gla s g ow Eventnglir ws 30 J anuary 1889 

73 . The Times 1 February J.889 

74. Shippi n..<s Gazette 2 Februa ry 1889 



and it was felt that 

- 132 -

( '7 r::, ) to ~.::. clcGc . .; 

2.'£113 mutter finally i"/ent to :?rbitration on 12th Febru.ary 

whon rlir . Kerr , a membo r of the s hool board intervened 

successfully vii th a settlement of 27/- to be TJaid im.;nediutely , 

the me n to be re-instnted and a further advancc of 3/- ~a3 

'7'\ :promised. in June. ' V ) 

It r.lay '{Jell be that a demand fur L.1(;.ced.SUs ioll t:;he '/cek..y 

D0 8.t s encourag ed the [Tational Union to attempt organisation 

in Hul l in l a te J anU<J.ry , although tIle loc al union "vas stronrJ~ o 

and. ha d already gained ..;.o ome o..dvance s at the beginning of the 

month . The National Union had little SUCCO"S since the 

H. ld .S.F. A. A. r esented their t actics and refused to snpport 

their a ctions , in addi tion to which the largest shipping 

. th t Th "1' J . t d f ' 1 b (77 ) cornpany ~n . e par, omas '/ J .. s on, lmpor e ore~gn a our . 

As i Glasgow, arbitration was attempted but in Hul l it 

fa.':'led anci 'vithout the co-operati on of the local union :the 

strike pete ed out . 

In London, f ollowing the formati o l of branches there, 

several dispute3 ove r wo.~es occurrod . The firs t , on 16th 

January , wa' SlJtv ed y Ghe local ecre °ary lithin u ew 

hours with an advance of 10/- per month. (78) 

75. The Times 6 Fe ruary 1889 

76. G las~o\'l '~eninll News 13 February 1889 

77. 5 ... e ruary 1889 

78 . Ibid 1 ( .J anuary 1889 
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aGainst -the Gener::11 3tea.'71 l\f2.vi c;a tio . ~ CompDuy , which ccnt:.lnled 

fo. t vlO w.eeks until. tlL me n o~. t ; f j.neo. . ., ?/c, a Y.' 1 ~ ; e or c . 00. p e .r '.'Ie ~ h: , 

half of their cla im . (79) Thi s stri ke illustrated the inubility 

of t he NeA .S .FeU. t o assist particu1. a r branches , as t he JJon don 

secreta ry l a ter s t a ted , 

" I g ot no SUFJOrt froE1 the soci e '~ ~f I ::t:'epresGnte d , '1'11 e 
only support I e ot was from 'the shoemakers , ~'/ho sent 
in £5 . 0s-0d of support." ( 80 ) 

'rhi s 8.gi t ati on a nd the a ctivity of t.b.,rJ l..1....Ylio·~ in r.;en0raJ. 

appears to have been oycott ed. by the London pre s s ',i th the 

exception of tho Star . (81 ) 

In t erms of underst a n din g t h i s stage of the If . _~\. • • ' . P . u. t S 

development, it s future dil enunas and inde8d the pro blems of 

mar i time unionisa tion in gene~al , 10v/ever , . t he Liverpoo l 

trike :auld app ea r t o be the no s t import :::mt of t h e . :i.ntu .c 

of 1889. 

Whilst there may have been s ome earl i er [, gi tat :i.on for 

increased wages , it was n ot until the 22nd Dec ,mber, 1888 

tha t t he N.A.S.F . U. put up a notice st a ting that, a s from 

that day, they would be demanding a increase of,£ or 30/~ 

. t ( 8 2 ) . . t £ 4 f . 1 d on preVlOUS ra es, l.e., ln s earners or sal ors an 

£4.5s I or firemen, with , in the case of sailing vesse l s , 

7 9 . Shiu ) i r a Gazette 6 February 1 889 . I t was s t a ted at -- ~-_:Q_---
t his meeting that 400 riggers we . e planl"ling to join 
the Union , but these 'fIere later de cided to be out side 
the Union's a rea of recruitment. 

80. Royal Commission on La bour Minute ot' Evidence Vol.l 
.op cit Q9059. 

81 0 See Comr:lon rVe 1 2 rliRrc 1 889 - \'!hi .il may exp1A:' n why 
there is n o lention o~ it in T£e Reports of Jtriko 
and Loclcout s of 1 88 9 c. 6176 p . 27 

82. Liverpool Ec ho 22 De c ember 1888 



£3.58 for Bal t ic 2,nd Quebec ports and. £ 3 f or SouthG r n 

voy ages ( the s ame r at es a s were cla i med i n Glasgow). The 

notic e ex'horteel t he men to Y stand firm f, join the Na clona l 

Se 8.men' s Union and jo'n t he victory . It is uncert a in hOt' 

mCiny members of the H. A.S . F.U. there Vler e in the port at 

this time; claims in the press suegest it was a s hi gh as 

1000 , but only a minority of these would have been full 

financ i al mernberG .(83 ) 

The choice of time for action must have been ve r y 

opportu..'1e since incrcase~ were p8.id almos t at onc e by s ome 

shipowners anxious to get vesse'ls away . (84) · No doubt one of 

the main reasons for the initi8.l succe s s wa s the short age of 

competent men in the port , pcrhaJ s in part Que to the; f act 

that men would not want "co s a il i mmedi ately prior to Chri s tmas . 

The ovmers tried the normal ploy in thes e ci:rcumst :omce_ anu 

ende avoured to sign men on at the 'docks or on board 1 or 

alternatively , using h6re gangs to move Dhips int the ri er , 

but this did not have the' de sired. 1'e8ul ts and the O\'mers 
. . 

offered a 15% increase on the 29th and , on the 31st it was 

openly admitted that there was a severe shortage of men . (85 ) 

83~ Taplin E.L. Liverpool Dockers and Seamen 1870-1890 
Uui versity oj:' Hull vccasional }Japers in Ecollomic and 
Social History No .6 (1974 ) p.65 

84. Liverpool Echo 24 December 1888 

85. Li vel po~l Daily Post 31 December 1888 
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The a dvent of fog a t the bcgiluling cf New Yea~ lookeQ as 

if it woul d undermine tho 3ucce::. s of the f i r 3t wock of the 

stri k e? particula rly as t he shi p owners Tel t that :l.t vouJ.d 

re sult in a favourable excess of seamen in the port. How·cver. 

the increases g~ined ','ere s till being paio on 10th JanuJ' .L. ... y t 

8.1 though this V'.'3.S ::;emetil:!8S only a cOElpromi::.e on +hc 3..~o'..L'1.t 

3.sked fo , Clcceptcd by ,the non-union me n , and a goneral ad.vance 

','laS readily made for the mail steamerfj . ( 8 - ) Tho me n signing 

art i_ cle s on 15th J anuary v/ere felt to have be en g iven 8n 

8.dva nee . in wag es in every case . The firemen exhi bi t ee, a 

more m'litunt staace tha n the s~ilors, and ~ere on occas ion 

less prepared to c om~romise. 

The union .aintnine d t Lat tle re Das no st r i . e in 

JJi -erpool, merely :J. demand for highe:c wage s, and succe ' S in 

t h i s led them to increase some of their demands, particularl y 

in relation to thc we s t ward sto~lers and the Baltic trade 

by a fur~her 10/ - sums ," which , it ;vas comment e d, hac al ... oa y 

been paid. The cla i ms were a lso extended t o cover t he weekly 

boats , not menti oned in the p revious circula r . In a ddition, 

once the increase s ','Jere g r anted, the Union would t hen refuse 

to sail with non- l. ion men . "/hilst the 0 mers were not 

entirely averse , to the union if it could indeed p! ovide ,_ 

oompetent (ind reli able cre'v, they endeavoured to S lip . c rew 

from Cardiff and Gl a>:>gow, but it '."las found that the Union was 

strong in the l att ~r p ort . ( 87 ) This a ct ion was d ep r e cated 

86~ Ibid 15 Januar.y 1889 

87. Ibid 18 alu~ry 1889 
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by trle union , as ViaS si[,"ning on ot~1e:": th;:.·m i~!. the shi]lp:Lng 

offices, a practice they hoped ~o 8!:'arcc once t hey i had 

become a little bit stronger' i n ~he port. 

The strike continueu wi th the Union increa3ing its 

nomina l membership through the use of pledge cards. These 

ca rds enabled any branch of the union to eZ:1a nG. rFlp idly 

'IIi thout the new members maJdng any immediate financio.l 

commil;me:l'lt, and v as origi nally' u sed for \.ih.Ls pur .pose by the 

North of Engl and . What the cards did provide \ lafl D. hody of 

support for the Union , pc.rti cularly in times of dispute , 

s inc e they provided f or an initial J(l em.b(~rship of three months 

( long onough to res olve specific disputes ) and entitled the 

member to participation in all the consultat ions of the union. 

In t'eturn for t his, the members )Jled~cd 

"my word of honour that I will assist t e of J. icers of 
the above Society ( N. A.S. F.U.) in carlying out the 
obj ects of the same , • .• to pe rsua de 0.11 seELmen of 
good char8.cter to join the Uni on ••• as sist lmion 
men to eet employment. ( 88 ) 

The new member also pledged to ke ep the ecr ets of the 

so ciety and not to a ccept accusations against the Union or 

it s officials until thcir truth had been ascerta ined by 

ap plication to the Union it se lf~ 

88. Liverpool Echo 30 January 1889 
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,.llhenpvl"r nO'~"')l' bJ ,., 
~ ~ ~ J. "" . .G 1 the O \'..TICl'S att Ci.lpt ed to circixnnavigatc 

th hold of the union . 'l'hey ad.vcr1;is e c1 Wi.d.f.!ly for men, rna.de 

use of crimps , for example , 

li l t is s t ated during one day of l a s t '(lock a cert ain 
boarding-house kceper shiPllCcl seventy-one sa ':'lors or 
firemen , and the ~on of the same man shipped 
0ixty-one , a total of 132 , and f or each of these they 
r eceived. money fro,. the en themselves , and from the 
companies , to t he U80unt of £2.103 or £ 3. _0r t or 
each man. II ( 89 ) 

T J.is type of incident wa s \7idcly rep ortcG. , and it ';:as alwC? Y3 

claimed that men were shipped illegall y from the gaol and 

the workhouse. ( 90 ) 

The reacti on of the owners rvas b:r no means uni f orm , and 

not 81.: rprisinely , it was the l a rge compAnies the.t made t he 

more determined stand against the demands. The higher rates 

were most readily paid on the saili ng ve8~els , in addition 

t o which The Times stated on 9th Februa ry that increases 

,-. e:[,8 being paid by the steamer ~ , "ma"lY bE:longi!.Lg to pri \Tate 

o l'{'.!1ars and single compani e " and 

"Fou:c ~yut of t lelv e import ant c ompanies running to 
North America have c onceded the advanc e , the mos t 
determined oppos i tion is Cunard .' ( 91 ) 

The Whi te Star Line ha d complied from tl.e starte 

Apart from the ~olidarity of thc i..J amen, a fact or not 

us commonly uccepted then at it \~Jas to be later , the most 

u.:.1.usual feature of the vhole dispute , WD.S the favourable 

89~ Liverpool Echo 30 January 1889 

90 . Sunderland Daily Ech,o 4 March 1889 

9l . The Times 9 February 1889 
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r8110rting it receivE-d., not oEly froT!! -cnc lOG cLl but ').1 :::;:j t'Y·QlJ\ 

the na.-cional and shipping press. (92) The Liverpoo l .Journal 

of Commcrce, 7th January 1889 , said 

" \'/e are afraid th~t in I'ilcLYlY c;J.ses large numbcl."S of 
physically incompetent men have t3.ken adv o.nto.gc of 
the agi tatiol1 to obtain em~) loyment ~'/hi ch under nOl"mal 
condj.-tj.ons ti1ey would be tLYlubl c t o ge t •.. r:hile ','Ie 
hold c. very s trong opinion on s-Gri.w8 , and the h8.Y'lIl 
they inflict in the country , W~ ~cv9rthclcs:::; ~rc glad 
to say tha t it s the nationa l Union influence on 
the \'lhole is for go od in as much as it eX.r) els tho se 
who wilful y break t heir 8.g r eements Vii th the ship­
ovmers by reason of de sertion drunkeness 1 etc. .. .. 
but if by becoming a membe r of t:lis society Jack con 
be rn ... de to join his ship at the prope r time , tLnu in 
a s ober condition and it it will induce the hu its 
of thrift, and g ive hi 1 IT,ore self re pect and make 
him a reasonable citizen, ' shipowners ~"iill not obj ect 
to the extra wages tha t the society de:nands fOT its 
nembers . " 

This was prior to t e inclusi on of th~ maiO ship in the . 

conflict whi ch was an import - nt f a ctor in changinG thc att::.tur1C 

of this paper . As late as 6th February , the Shipping Gazette 

was still criticising the shipowners , 

" In som c ases men ' ha ve b een received throuGh t e 
hands of boarding house masteru and a re admi\,tedly 
of an inferior clas.s as f ar as present capaci ty is 
c oncerned • • . In spite of the preva iling or inion 
among shipo\'mers that there is a n un imi t ed su pply 
of men \,/illinb to go at t ' 01<1 rate of pay , severa 
comnanies are not able to obtain thelLl a nd h a v e thouf!:ht 
i t best t o ship crev/s from the ranks of the union." " 

In the context of t he whole period , this type of reporting 

is exc ept ' orlC1.1 :=ind p ogre s ' iT ly ch8.n~c [) dt ring the s .:t 

few months. 

With the openine of the emigr a tion eason, the J. A.S.lo'.U . 

felt they would be in an improved p os i tion to press their 

c ase and to influence the SUIJply of labour. At a I eeti 19 

to ino.ugurat . a branch at Bi rk nh~ad on 1 ·.h ~ebrucl.ry , it 

92. Fairp ay and The Times arc except ·; ons to t :i s gener')l­
isation . See p a rticularly Pairplay 28 Dec ~r ber 1888 
ruld 8 February 1889. 



- 1 39 -

W8,S stated the object of the meeting 1>'a8 

"not Sirtlply for their ovm bencfi t [Teti; for -t;he benefit 
of the shipowners as we ). l •• • ~nd also to put 2t the 
disj)o!Jal of the shipowners a bQttcr clas~ of men" If (93) 

Hom3ver , there so er.-lO d to be l.:1dications tho.t a l tr..OUt h union 

men were s t snding out for their dennnds , t ey were losing 

the s U:9:!!ort they had gained during the Ja,nuary agitation . 

The men Vlere perha~.ls ~rift:i.ng away as increase s 'To r ei v er 

and compromises a r rive d at , and they 'vvcrc les s inc l ined to 

refuse work on the grounds of not sailing Vii tll non--union men. 

Certainly, by mid February , the effect of t he t VIO Inonth long 

dispute was being increas ing y £olt by the ~trikers 

" I\1uch distress exists in Liverpool among the strikers . Il ( 94 ) 

From t he outset tho union lad made no secret of the fact tha-, 

there was little or no l~oney to bacl;~ the men , and t he arOY l! 

no s trike pay . On Saturday 16th [1. depu t<:',ti on \'lent to see 

the leading stearnship companies and 

" expressed a desir'e to compromise but n o decis' on was 
arrived at . " ( 95 ) 

It appears tha t , a t this or a l a ter meeting, a promise was 

f, i ven to pay wha'i; the shipowners regarded f~ir and reasonable , 

tha t i s £4 for sailors a nd £4 . 5s . Od for firE)!llen in stea ers . ( 96 ) 

The following monday it ViaS announced tha t the strike was 

93 . ~verpool Daily Post 4 February 1889 

94. Liverpool Journal of Co~amerce 15 February 1889 

95 . Ibid 18 February 1889 

96. Ibid 23 April 1889 . Part of t e G of peech !la d by 
Mr Steward.s, Birkenhead delega te N. A. S . F .U. 
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F~) llowing the \lil1'~ e r Hg ita t i v n 1 i; .h e 1: c. ' .• S • F . J. , held 8. 

Conference in Su.nc1erland early i n iilarch 'GO re:::!.3S8f38 ..,h:ir 

situation. . What e J'. lCr 7 ed from -thi s '/18.8 CO lJl!.'l i t::18nt to a 

policy of a ch i eving national lmiforr:li ty of wa{';'Js . 'rh8 

existence of numerou s local r e'.te s '!fas se en as u etri:nental 

to the authority of a nati onal un ion since it enc olll'a~ed 

local indopendance and t herefore impli(~i 'lily f)l'anch sece8~:i. i.J.11. 

ffir . Abbott of Lonion prop o _ed 

:;tha t n o branch :J ec.cetary shou l d h['. ... l C p or:Q:r' to c._::mge 
the wage s i n any port v'li thout the order of the 
2xecutive Committee . •• who should. cor.cesp ond r/ith 
the branc secret a ries s o a n to bring about the 
adop tion of a general s c a le a t the different p orts. " 

On t he other b and , Mr.D nrby of Glaseovl 

" advi sed c aution in dealing '.'/i th war;f~S but ureed s o 
far as w s pra ctica ble there should be one miro!"! 
s c a lo." 

1'his timidity of approach was not f a voured by rlfr . [(eid of 

" if we arc to b e a National Uni on VIC must " rk on 
national lines . " 

As a result of the discussion, Wils on said t he Executive 

would endeavour to draw up a uniform r ate of wage>;) t hrou P.'hout 

the country. 

"In the course of four or five months noti c e woul d be 
giv en that the men wanted a little more for their 
labour." ( 97 ) 

Circumstance s , h wever, overtook the plans of the Exe cutive 

when the owners in Liverpool ~ 9~A March , threatened to redu~e 
wages and the seamen in the p ort were anxious to trike . 

---------------------------
97 . Sunderland Do-i Ii{ Echo 4 and 5 Maroh 1889 

98. South Wale. News 27 M ch 1889 
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Tho Executive dicl not v/ant to ~)rcci9i t ate ill J.lat ere.l a ction 

and it was stated that 

lithe leaders, i f T>os~,iblc , wish to (;l.vert the necGssi ty 
of aeai.n coming out on strike.:! (99 ) 

The discontent rJIDblcd on through Apri~_ and the Union 

organised appropri a te demonstrations agcdnst both the Boa ... d 

of rrr2..de 2,nd th(-; shipowners of Liverpool 1,::ttempt' 11£; to 

screw dovm wages to the starvation rate. 11 Bu.t CirCl)lTISp ectton 

over s trike action was urGed since as the Secretary in 

IJi verpool, flir. lIicholson , pOinted out, 

"three months ago they made a second de nand before the 
first was established and ,they admittel tha t that wa s 
a mistaJce." 

a view support ed by J. H. "/ilson. Speakine; at the same 

meeting , he went on to say that the union was not only to 

be a national one, but an international on., in order to 

th ' t t' f f' ( 100 ) overcome e l mp or a lon 0 ·orelgners . 

The men themselves were very much more p:=:trochially 

minded, and although an of Ii c ia 1 warned them of the dangers 

of independent action which had caused previous local unions 

to collo.pse , they urged strike ctio . • ( 101) The first week 

of May 1889 saw increasing pressure from the men , said to 

be a large number, but the union officials till advised 

against 

"an extreme course until the basis of a new demand had 
been ~~ ent to the H.Q. in Sunderland .• " ( 102 ) 

99 . Ibid 

100.. IJi verpool D:J.ily: Post 23 April 1889 

101. Ibid 9 May 1889 

102 " Ibid 
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~rh8 precarious s ituation was exac8 rbat ed t wo days lat er 

wh8n Borne of the Union ' s members on th8 liner , City of 

Chicago, refused to sail with non-unionists after they had 

signed article"'. This action 'Nas stronGly d8precated by 

the Union's branch s ecretary, who said 

"if they signed articles they must proc eed t 'o s"ea and 
act in an honourable manneI' towards the shipowner 
who engaged them.1I (103) 

for their acti on ha d undermined their boast of being capable 

of supplying disciplined men. Incidents of this kind 

j eopardised what appeared to be &'1 encouraging s ituation for 

the union in the port, s i gnifi ed by t he fact that in mid-May 

the Cunard s i gned Union crews . The union officials contin-

ual1y stress ed that the men must try to work in harmony with 

the shipoymers and that the Union "had rules which were 

severe on men who misconducted themselves ,,(104) Sufficient 

concern was felt for Wilson to decide to vi s it the port, 

and in the meantime he wrote to the branch 

" With reference to the rate of wages , there must be , 
no strike until I have finished organising the 
fe w remaining ports . We don't want a strike and 
the only way vIe can avoid it i s to be well organi~ed, 
and I am working night and day fo r that purpose. 1I (105) 

When Wils on arrived in Liverpool he arranged to meet 

the ten principal steam shipowners in an endeavour to reach 

an understa.nding with them over wages and so avert the 

103. Ibid 11 May 1889 

104. Ibid 17 May 188 9 

105. Ibid 22 iTay 1889 
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neces s tty for the strike acti on dem:mded. IV the mer:.o The 

ohipo\"mers did nO-'G concoG.c the demana !2.S justified a nd 

declined to e;i ve any increase. This p l aced ','/ilson in an 

i nvidious p osition in respect of the loca l branch , 'ahich 

vias more determi ned 'than t:ver to take a c tion. \'{hen he 

spoke at a public meeting f'ollowing the shi p ovvners uec i Bion , 

it was poorl y attended s it is perhaps indicative of both his 

fe ar and the likelihood of local se c os:::ic~i. tha t !hade .h':'m 

tturge the membe r s of the union not to make the branch a 

loca l one." (106 ) The situation -the union fe,ced in Li \Terpool 

was by no means unique. An editorial in Seafa ring e,t this 

time .3tated 

"Strikes and rumours of strikes among seafaring men a re 
the t alk of the day and very foolish t2.1k we ventt,1.re 
to say that it is. Let u s by 0.11 means have strikes 
if fit' wages e not fa "thcomj.ng. But let Ufi also 
have u a tience since strikes to be succe ssful mean 
organisation and organi sation me ans time and m~ney 
and pr'ef.'aration Ylithout wh~ch the.'! a'~ e doomed to 
part.ial or complete failing ." (107 ) 

This hj.ghli ghts the predicament of t he Union and 

par ticul arly 'iilson . On the one h and , he was in danger o:f 

los ' ng the • .p::,ort of .oeal o ranc! e , wh:i.J Rt on the oor, er 

he was aware of the ne ed to eJ.iminate the availability of 

alternative, unorganise o. l abour . Initially the objective 
, 

of the union h a d b een to organise qualified and re spectable 

seafarers . HO y/Gver, the conduct of the ""trikes in January 

106. Ibid 

107. Seaf rinp; 18 May 1889 
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3..J.'1d Pebru.ary h E- a. p_ oved the l1t!cc::! :::: ity of or,~., 2r.ising o !I. 8. 

much broader b a sis thC'.n h8.d previously bee~ f'oruw cn ,. Ii~ 

rlaG n ot only a case of ace epting forei g!l L.rt Gufbe.rs but Cl.:i..so 

of' extending to the ina ·.e;nificant ports 9 where shipoy;nern 

could recrui.t non-u don crews and potential strilco-brea.'kers . 

A great deal of Wilson I s and other offici c1,J.s ' time h a d been 

spent to this end sinc e the Iiiarch conference , but ViaS -'Y 

no mea1:1S comple·t;e by the end of ;iiay . ·'/iJ. son was 1 therefore, 

faced with Hobson's choice and rather than see the organis­

ation the union had built up over the previous months 

disintegrate oyer local is sues; new nation 1 wage demands 

were put f orvrard much earlier than intenued and a national 

strike declared f or the 3rd June if the shipovmers did n ot 

concede. 



It was a recognition of the nc o?c. 10:::· a uni): CJl"':ni-ty uf 

r~~tCG W lich was tho basis of the nat :Lo::'Jal f-ri;rilce ; the outco1TIe, 

i:n Jt.' .. ne , proved empha tically the import ance of -Lhis . olicl 

as a means of reconc:';'.J.ing loca l and n a tional aspirat ion3 . 

'nl:i.1st -the .. , erike Vla,~ called nationwid~ for l niform ratp'8 ~ 

local differonce s S0011 became obviov.s j. L -verpool was 

precipitate and s truck two days earli er, vllhel'cas in CHasenw 

,h,: 10c8.1 s G cret~r'.f 8,ttc:..Jpte J to dela y act ivl1 in tile hope 

of n(~Eotiatil1g a settle ent, <:l.nd. in SOQlt: portb union r<ltes 

were accepted by the owners almost without qv.estion~ 1) v.,.hiJ. t 
?) 

i n Cardiff tht..: Llcn Vlere already receiving the rate de'nanc1e • 

In Hull the situation , as co lpli(.;ated by the strong 10 c 1 

society and a1 though there as 010.0 agitation tbe trado of 

the port was n ot seriously disrupted ; SOloe ovme s c onceded 

increases, but the lna j or c om-PaY1'Y reftlf.1ed to do so and bee;nn 

to imp ort labour, and efforts at arbj.tro.tion collapsed . ( 3) 

The pattern of disunity V.'D,S cL.a:1.'actcristic of the s t rikf_, 

------------------------------
1 . 1!or example in Ty-ne and \"car , Maryl ort, Grimsby. 

2 . South Wales Dail~ News 24 May 1 889 

Hull Daily I'Tews 12 June 1889 
---..;...-~--
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and i n te rms of a chieving n~tion~l aiillU it ~uc ~ fiasco. 

imprac:t icnble. With in l ess than threo ricekJ JellC Sxecut:·vG. 

COl.-m eil of the N. A.S . P.U. h[?,d i s cue d instr<.lcti ons th2t "c· ach 

branch vas recommende d to &rl'ange a ou.itable ra:te of wages . 

'.:ehe success of individual branches d epended much l e . s on 

national pres::lUre than. on loca l condit ions , custom <.tEa. 

practice. .. 
There we re, however, two port~ where the disput~G w~re 

r 

no t re solved~ Liverp ool and Gl a sgow. Thes e were tho two 

ports where t here ha d be en mo s t strike a ctivity, and in the 

f ormer most militancy, and whose pressure precipitat e d the 

na tional strike ca ll . Initi a lly the men in the two port3 

had reacted diff erently ; in G~a9gow t he loca l se creta y had 

attempt ed to dela y a ction and withdraw the str:ike n otice when 

negotiat ions with the l ocal owners seeme d possible . 'rhis 

attempt failed and it vias stated by a leading shi po me r tha t 

Iti t n a. s i mp ossible to c oncede to the exorbi t a.1J."\; demancls 
made by the men o In almost every instance the ship 
owners ver e fully prepared for a stri ce, and in the 
course of a v ery sho t time vlOuld have had suffici ent 
men bro ght together to fill the pla ces of 'hos \':h o 
h ad l eft, but even if D .. tJ were not so • & . most mmers 
v"ere q1. i tc prepar d to l ay up thei r boa t s ana in many 
cases h ad actua lly made their a rrangements to do SO. 1I (5 ) 

'1 1 is t hreat of l a y - up \ as made . n other ports anc~ bec am.e a 

r eality in Leith almost at onc e~ (6) 

,-------~ .. 

4. Shipping Ga~cttc 28 tJune 1889 - r ,p~"int from Dundoe 
dated ~l June-IE89 

Glasgow ~Nening Te VIS 4 ~rune 1889 

6. Ibid 7 June 1889 
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At Liv81'poo1, in spite of the mea's early r ·3tlc ·i:;ion , tIl': 

fj.rst 'Neele of the dibputc was u110veni.; f\)1 ~ 8r.:.d. no t entirel} 

·u.eC8ssful from their point of view, cince on 7th June, 

1 5 A:tla_ltic l iners sai.led withon m1.d1J.e (hft'::t Cl)lt:-l at the 

old rate . The Union had attempted to ini'elate conciliation 

"for the purpose of considering the increased del:land 
for "'!rl{;Cf3 in Atlantic st e'l.Y!lers •.. and arrange f or 
some fair termo to be 2.greed upon so as to put an 
end to the present strl,.e~. C v/hich i s likely to bp. 
detrimental to the int erests of both employer and 
employed." (7) 

The 12 principal firms t o whom this offer- 'Vas lfici(le rema:i.:L'leU 

adamant that they were 

"unani mously of the opinion tha t it would be useless 
to have another meeting ." 

As i n Hull and GlaGgow, t he Liverpool employers were 1ooki. g 

for alternative l abour and it was stated that 

"having commenced to engage men f or permanent employJ1H3nt 
a t evera Norwegian and Danish ports, the firms had 
autho:r-iced their agent s there t o end forward 11 
English-speaJcing, compe t ent .... o.i1ors and f ircmen tha'c 
offer , they ust provi de bert~~ for such men, end 
cannot possibly give t wo rates in the same vessel . " ( 8 ) 

Ther e are two possible explanations for this strong 

rea ction 'by the employers . In the f i r st pl a ce the owners 

had made , for t hem , con~iderab1e con, essions in t he agitation 

in the early months of tL.e y ear , and. se condly the ""e"'men .. ;> 't 

7 . 28 June 1889 LetteT from t c 
:Liv erpoo l branch of the H. A. S. F .U . 
Liverpool dated 7 June 1889 . 

8. Ibid - Letter from Shipownc s of JJiveTpool to Se cretary 
of Liverpool branch of the N. A. S. F . U. dat ed 7 June 1889. 
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~hich rould ) c~ COUI~e, e~~c 0~batc t he probJ . 0m ~ th0 shtp­

o ~nors ~accd~ ( 9 ) In Liverpoolt t~e dockers had r3c~ondod ~t 
once to the se21nen t s action by att emp-ting to forlll a bran.ch 

of the Amale 2.Jnated Docle 1aboarcrs Union of Great Britain 8.!1cl 

Ireland, (10) whereHs they diel not come out in Glo.sGow until 

tho end of the first week. (ll) It W8.S at this time that 

a "titudes hardened on both ~ides , in Glasgow probably as a 

direct result of the dockers ' act ion, and in J.Ji verpool. becc.use 

the men re s olved to extend their action and 

"not to s i gn for any ship or steamer however high the 
r ate of wages, till the resolution of tho shipowner"" 
refusing concess ions io vlithdravm." (l~) 

The refusal of the "'hipo\'mers wac lot universal in 

1i verpool, s ome employers were wj.lling to give full rates 

since several steamships were without crewSe Suoh was the 

cas e with the Inrnan steamer? the City of New York, and 

Havelo ck Wil son was approached with an offer to "'hip U?-ion 

men at union rates . However, the General Secretary refused 

to do so unless the whole crew consisted of union members. 

9 ~ In the ce,se of .l)!aryport it "ay we ~. 'l('l. e heen the r j tal 
factor . 

1 0 e Li ver,P,o ol Daily Post 1 Jurle 1889 

11.. Glasgovl Her ald 8 June lR89 

12. Shinping Gazette 14 June 1889 
Liverpool Echo 10 ,Tune 1889 



.1.. 49 -

This Gs calation of previous domDnc1:; W;:W Hot ae c ell iJP,l-;le !:md 

'Ghe ship ob-[; ,'),illea a or C·d . frOltl V~,b..!L· SU'uTt.:·~ . 

In both Glasgow and Live r-poa.!. t he o','mCl'G t rn.o d 1nC1'8;""13 '-

ingly to tradit ional :!lo -L ho cls of obt·,;:ining und ret o.i ning s.n 

alternativ e TD.bour foy·c€, ., both in respect of seanen and 

dockers . II'he t'w Inost obvi.ous 'ouroee of tn.is l abour were 

through the services of the boarc1ing -hou ::.; e keepers a nd crimps. 

by i mp o:t:,ting labour from other Briti sh ports or enp.ag .i.n{; 

fo r2ign seamen . Men '." C:C'\~ Gilfi,u{"ed 1n Sc und", n a."· ia, and in 

·las fJ' ow men \"ore imported fror;'l such I l a ces us Tilbury and 

Dunde e. (13 ) '/lith 10,000 men out in 1iv~rl) Ool ( 14 ) and 6,000 

in Glasgow(15) the problem' of i mporting l abour vi thout 

interference from striksrs 1) ccarn~ increas' nc1y ifficul t. 

In Glasgow th8 i~ported ~cn were housed in shede er ~lcpt on 

be ard the ships and extra police patrolled the dock~ in order 

to protect non-union dock l abourers . (16) Whilst in L'verpool 

the shipovVIlcrs had m9,de similar arrant;emel1.ts and it was 

stated 

13. 

14. 

15. 

16. 

17 . 

" th8.t in their joint intere .., ts thE) Cuno,rd steamer Atlas· 
t'ill this day 15th June be moored in, the r i ver s o 
tha t men comin.n- from the ou por s ana. the continent 
can b e t alcen directly on board and there await distri­
but ',on among the y p ..• i01 s steRJ'1s:r. The Atl s VIi] 1 aJ s o 
'Oe available for nuch portions of the ere .... s of inco;-. ing 
'c'teumers as a e desirous 0 continui ng L their mplo ­
ment Vii thout beinG exposed to the intimidation of the 
Union. 1I ( 17 ) 

Ship,!Jing Gazette 1 June 1889 - report from Glasgow 
dated 1 2 t.Tune 1989. 

Liverpo ol Daily Po t 10 June 1889 

ShiEEing Ga7.ette 14 June 1889 

Sunder l and Dai1I Echo 13 June 1889 

Liverpool Daily . ~9 flt 15 June 1889 
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'.rhis waD 8. step which ';:as t[.'.l:Cll 20 YCrJrG ago uncler C.i!"1,LL'.r 

circumst 8J1Ce c. Some of t he orvr ers .hnd 2.] :C 8i1. ', y dcc;.LStJ:'8cl 

(J e ) 
th~t they would rather l ay-u p than cancer e. - ' 

The need for united actio 1 ViaS i ncl'easl ng;ly lH~ing 

accepted by the ovmers, and in Glasgow on 14tll ,Tnne t h ey 

held a meeting ~here 

"It was resolved that united action Wo.8 neCOEWo.ry to 
mnet the evil 'Nhich thrr;atened th(~ shi:9~)in r: trade of 
the l)Ort, and the firms pre.:>ent agreed to lJ1alce common 
cause in resisting the a ction of the men on strike, 
dela;)ring their ailings to such an extent as might 
be necessary, until the wur};~ at tiHe:ir v'e"' ,Jels coulCi. 
be overtaken by labour obtained from other quarters . 
They further resolved to bear such expenses as ma~T 
b e incurre d in procuring such l abour, ,and appoint ed a 
stronG comrnitt '3 e with J.,IO'.'lerS to t ak e all neee, sary 
measures to that end . •. the position the strikers '1 ' 
were taking up left them no alternative but to combine. 9) 

The ide a of combination b shipo\'mers to de 2.1, on. a 

local basis~ vith local problems was net a nav one, nor 

c onfined to Glasgo,,"v. The ovmers on the North East c oast 

also a ppreciated the advant ages of such c o-operation, and 

i n the same way as Glasgow, t hey re so l ved to continu.e t o 

"take defensive measure s against the Union .,,( 20) This new 

organisat" on was to b e knovm as the Shipowners Asnociation 

of Grea t Britain , and when it was registered its aims ;ere 

18 . Sunderland Dai ly Echo 1 2 'June 1889 -

1 9. <""lip]: ~ - f u1 ,! 1. 3 Gazecte 21 JUl"16 1889 

20. Fa ir;El a.l 21 J une 1889 
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being 

To ad just, b y conferences vllth sean,en ' f5 !'epl"e en-­
ta.t:iY0S 1 an~r questi ons of dL:fercnces that may 
arise; 
To re :::;i::;t, by mutual action, inclu din{, comp enf..l8.t i on 
for detention in test cases , w~ exc es0ivc or 
unfair de na.nds of s eamen or their orga niGntions 
upon shi p owners, ' 
To e sta b l ish c:::onvenient centres in the leading 
ports whel"e independent Bri tish and f c. rej g Il S88.mf?1l 

",an m el. -e enqui:r·ics Q.S to ship .... JViDers reL:ulri !'~.e; s ea­
men, and rec€Jive informati on and advice c:-t !.:> to 
employrnen'c; 
To bring shipovrners together for rl"''U tual d ' Gcussio 
8...l'1c1 a ction and to se~ure ~o--o per~:!..;:'o:1. ·,"j, .. ..;h otlLcr 
shipovmers orgnnisationf3 h aving the . ame ob j '3ct .. " ( 2 ' ) 

Their exprc s si"oll OJ: a desire to continu e was not, there-

fore, osten:::Jibly to dire ctly ol)pOse the union but r ather to 

provid, a centralised charmel through which relat ·.ons wi'ch 

the men could be regulated . Althoue h it had ~spirationG to 

being a nationa l organisation, it did not r eally "pread 

outside the North East cons tg 

For Glasgo\r.,r the combina tion of owners was dire ctly con­

cerned vii th resolving the s trike without conceding to the · 

men . In this they were successful. Althoue;h there y,as some 

s ocialist agit ation both there and in other Scottish ports, 

it did not aclvanc e the men 9 s cause, and by 26th June the 

strike ViaS brought to a close thro gh the good offices of 

r r. Chisholm Robertson, an agent of the miners, the terms 

being that the men return to work at the old rate but tha t no 

21 . Shi Joillg Wo IJ 1 ITovember 1889.. The associatton 188 

rcgi~tereu 0il2 October 188ge 
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obj eci;io11 VI uld be male to them l'hilc .. J.n i ng in t ~18 union. (22) 

This settlencnt Vias acc()pted oy trw If. Cr.. 8.ftcr t h e Sc;( :; :t' et8.1:/, 

1\1r. Darby, had strongly 8.dviscd thi!3 ccur:3fJ of [l.ction, he 

had himself regarded the strike as p re{~atu"t'e . It was 

anticip8.ted that thc dockers would als o resume ltvork 

fls eeing th2.:t for some tir.1e they h ad OC:€n1 clepenc-:'cnt on 
tho Ser:.men':J Union. for :no.intcn~nCE-.• n (23) 

This was not to be the case. 

The collapse at Glasgow 18ft Liverpool out on their own , 

apart from sporadic rear guard actions which wey'e being 

attempted for eXD.mple in Hull. ( 24 ) BY 18th June it was 

ca lculated that 6-7,000 men were out and 300 boiler scalers 

had joined the strike ancl the owncrs we c intensi. y ., ng their 

efforts to obtain an alternative labour force 1 efforts 

vlhich the se::men ' s action incrn8.sin,::; .y bTOU{~h1; J'Yla.e scrutiny . 

The legal theory las that seamen could only be supplied by 

those in possession of a Board of Trade licence , but this 

was a requirement which in practice could be ign.ored. Perhaps 

t he most extreme example of this was in Liverpool where crimps 

recy·· i ted paupers . 

In the third weele of the strike Havelocl<: 'IiI son took 

action by intercepting men recruited fron the workhouse 'Nho 

22. Ship!?irlP,.' G8.zette 5 Jt ly 1809 - Y.'P-POy-t from Glasgow 
dated 21 June 1889. 

23. Ibid. 

24. Hull Daily News 4- J'uly 1889 
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then accolilp2Lnietl him and a delJtrc[d;:Lon of r,I . P . s to se e 

Thomas G!'ai~ .As s istant i\Iarine Sccret8.I'Y of th8 Board. of 

Tra de . As the le eder of the deputat ion, r.[r . Gourlay y IIi . P .. 

pointed ou.t "tha t, they were not conc erned VIi. th lithe v/ages 

question, but [limply 8. 8 the Board to administer the l a 'N .. II 

However, t ile d~, ~J ilt c.tion receivE:d no c011c1"6 -;; '3 promise s from 

the Boarel of Trp.de , but merely a rest a tement of the Bo a rds ' 

official position that 

11 it did n ot j.ntend. to tA.ke the part of o i ther th~~ 
sailors or the shipowners , but would deal out the 
law justly l"le tween the two. \I (25) 

In addition to this Havelock ,,'[ilson embo..rrasse.clthe workhouse 

authorities, on th'" one hand hy provine; that men could be 

procured through that inst i tution VIi th a union off icia l 

pOSing as a crimp 1 and. secondly by presenting 500 of his 

most re spectable mel .bers , and their families, as potentia l 

inmate s . These members were Royal Naval Volu1.teer Res erve 

men who had joined the union i n protest against " the employ­

ment of Scandinavian and other f oreign seamen on the Atlanti c 

Ocea bo a ts.,, (26) The Board of Trade re a ction to the incidcn' 3 

was to -t a\.ce action agail'l;::>t some crimps, which r.;;.""ul ted in 

their being fined. 1'lhereaD the shipoV'mers explained t .e 

employment of s'\.ch en was ot:n itse f ' llegal $ 

N ilst sup(3rf'icia.J.ly the issue may appear a til" vial one 

26. L~v~rn.£C?l--pailY. Post 26 June 1889 
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its :i..mport8 .. nce lies in the relationship it has to the c()nt~ 01 

of the sU11ply of J.abol..u~. Thin concern vri th attaininG and 

retaining control over the labour force wa s c ent:ral to ~he 

strategy of the Unj.on and the eo, ployers. 'rhis h s been sho't'lffi 

by the apparent shi ft in demands of the Union in mid.-June, 

when full union c reVlS were demande d after '.vage inC1 eases 

h a d been c onceded. The shi p ovme rs had repeatedly s tated that 

Hit was not upon the wage question. th:;d ; they were 
fighting .•. they were fi ~:htil1g the orgo.n:isation of 
the seamen ' s union." ( 27 ) 

That is the f ormation of an organlse.tion which had shown 

itself intent on challeng ing what shipovmers regarded as an 

es.:.ential right in the profitable pursuit of their business . 

The fa.i lure of the men to impede the shipowners ' import-

a tion of alternative labour was increasinely obvious , as 

stat ed in the local press on 24th June, . 
"it had become evident that the shi -p owners he.ve been 

a ble to mo...n their ve ssels and sail them to sea i n 
sp ' te of the manifes to issued by the sailors .and 
f i rerJ.en I s union. II ( 28 ) 

It wa.s perhap s a recognition of their weakness i n this respect 

that lea the union -bo at tempt arbi tra:tion, and an indic t i o. 

of the shipowners strength that i t was reject ed out of hand 

since it was the shipovmers view that "there we.s nothing on 

\',hich -to rrrbi trate .. ,, ( 29 ) 

27 Liverp~ol Daily Post 29 June 1889 

28. Li v er I' o.l.-."paily Post 24 June 1889 

29. Journal of Commerce 2 July 889 



The Ufi ieic1.ls, reco.snL:i i ne: the tm)G s~)i ble po ci t:i.O~1 in 

which such :;:" re j ection !J1acecJ. t:1610'1 dc:cid(~d to ballot the 

l,1erGeyside r crnbersb.ip on J'flonc" ay , 8th July, as to their 

COhll Ii tment t o the con.tinuat ion of the d_isIAltc in thlJse 

circtUl"is-G8.L.-'lC as. At the Liverpool branch the vote ·,vas 500 -to' 

40 for maintaining the s 'Grike ~ with a simi lnr resuLt; bE:l i ng 

rocorded in Hootlc6 ( 30 ) A decioion which , by virt-,.w of the 

existl-'lg empJ.v:y-ment .:it1;.8,tion, ,;oulcl nClve no inpc-.ct :md 

wi thin two days it wa s c1eele.red that the N • . ~ c' . I'~. U. vias in a 

state of ' i gnomin - ous collapse ' . An outcome Ylhich Ylilson 

h ad feared and forecast i n May.- It is dif f icult to see what 

other result there co"\.~ld have bQen once 1-ulionisrn rat1_o1 jhan 

wages had become the central iSGue. In deciding to call the 

strike , the Exe cutive were atter.lp ting to resolve an impossible 

dilemma . If they had not done :::; 0, there is every li;:el~hoo<l 

the rliersey side branches would havG.seceded , vhereas by c a llil:g 

a strike tht::y threutened the 10 alty of -t e le:J.J r. iIi tar t 

areas. This was indeed the case as may' be seen from thc 

censure motions pas ... ,ed by Dundee 

"on the General Secretary and the _-,xeeutive of the 
Union for forcing the strike upon it~ mernbers~1I (31) 

and by Glasgow 

"That this meeting .~ . is of the opinion that the 
Central Exe cutive have led the Union into a ~rave 
position 'n connection with the If{ ,gos question and 
we her -by call t:pon them to re i~_ ." (32) 

he majority of ranches at the very least p seed 

------------------------------------------------
30. LiverEoo1 Daily P~st 9 July 1889. 

31. qhippin.o: Gazett e. 5 tJuly 1889 - In rqiO ... t from Dundee 
dated_ 2,3 ,Tune 1889 . 

32. Ibid - In report from Glasgo 1 dat -d 1 July 1~J9 



- 156 

resolutions call ' ng the General 08cro li a ry to meet tt"J.Gia in 

ordor that he lJ'ti ,s;ht be called to aCCOlL."lt for ~lis . actions ; 

·8uch a meeting was fixed for early Aueust.. It i s an 

indication of the depth of · con~crn that Wilson spent the 

next few weeks prior to the meeting travelling the country 

attempting to placate the dissident brancllGs, and 80ing to 

consider ble trouble to ensure that the votes of censure on 

him and the :Sxe cutive passed at the end ot' t ('3 std. ~t:) 'dc:ce 

rescinded. 

This overt diss::1tL3faction ·dith t,:l8 outC·Jfl (; 0:,:' th,) 

strikes is indicative of the still I-cal e r:l'pl".p.sis of the 

union for the rank and file IllerJbel'sllip. Unificd natiOlo.l 

a.ction was only justif:i.a.bJ.e in their eyes if · it brought in 

its train concrete local advantages in terms of wage inc. 'eases 

andlor improved conditions of work 0 The union was at 8. 

crucial sta.ge in its development since it could only ge t 

effective nationa l action if loca l. differences ere subjugated 

to national and perhaps long term objectives. Yet that type 

of organisation could not be achieved until national action 

had been sU:J.ficiently effective locally to convince the 

br ' nch membership of' the advantage of giving up a'l; least some 

of their autonomy. Thi, the 7 national .::>t1 ike' in June had 

pat ntly failed to do, the fear being that the Union would 

distntegrate, as many had before, in the vVake of an unsuccess­

ful strike, and the return to sea of a dtvide and disillusioned 

mom ership. 

Both memberhsip and leadel"ship - ecognised by July that 

tho organisation was not satisfyinu the imnediate demands 

OI the men or the lone;er term aspirations of the le fluership 
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and in particular Havelock I,'filsOll . ~,Ib.c Union .hEld cen 

conceived on tha l i nP,8 of a l'Jew Model , that i s an orgrul1.so:tion 

t o nat ional a i ms to '00 8,chte~" eel throu gh c ent: ally organi sed 

21.!1d financad s trH::es in det a ::,l. The h:1.!.d c asm.u[lptiou of 

Ne 'fl Modol U~~O~l'c~ u~l~n~l r,'aa re?l~~t DA i~ ·it· , G, ~ a~n i SP ~tJ·inn~J .. , ... _ J. ... ...... .... --..J";'~ , y.l ~_... • ............ ___ __ .... .... -.. _ .J.. )'-l.. __ __ ~ ':..1,. ___ •• _. _ 

structure, was the extent to .... :hich the ::;upply of abour 

(;ould be con'/jroll e d through the a cquisition of oldll o.ll<..1 t ... t3 

bargaining power t hat skill 8.utoraa tica lly engendered. There 

is no doubt that this is hO'l1 the H.A S4li'.U . saw tltc" selves , 

as indico.ted. by the e:llphasis on memb(;)Tship being confined to 

respectable seafaTers vl1lO vrould be discinlined ana. ultimately 

e :~pc ll ed if ' fj'tandards ~ \voro not ms,in tained. Hov/ever, the 

ide a that skill (;ould be the basi3 0 , ' effective organisation 

f or seamen was a grave misconception . In the loca l setting, 

rh ich had been the only previous experienc e, and the progcn-

itor of the N , . S.P .U., this ad not been obv i ous s ince the 

barsaining p ower of seSlnen ' s skill was underwri t t en by the 

loyalty of the co :nuni ty and the a l te rnati v e labour fo rce 

les s of a threat. Onc e the organisat ion spread to the largerl' 

ports, with their diversity of ·trade and l a r ger companies, 

the . yth of the ski l led se amen h aving t he same il1dust rial 

strength of the ski lled. artisan Wo. s dis:\)cllc d . The skill of 

the seamen had been deval ed by the lon.O' term changes in 

mari t i me tech.nology, since all that was needed t o get 8. vessel 

to sea was a nucleuo:.:> of ex-oerienc ed workers who were opera ting 

under the e ommanc. of professional officers . ~_'his nuc eus 

need not necessari _y ;2) r, i i::;h, ninco the chipov.ncr 'fie:..'::, :'.b10 



to 1;:1ign :f:'ordogno:'cs from the int el"Da"!; :;.onoo~ l.i.lJJour market. 

~:he remainder of the ere",,, need . .ll.-;ver 118.ve bt:~8n to :,8 8.? but 

could be recrui,tcd from oilwr p orts, 0 1. ' illd8Cd 1row th0 

genera l po ol of the unemp l oyed. 

The early experience, po.rticularly in the spring of 1889, 

had shovm that restricting recruitment t o t~e r8spect; o.ble , 

i.e., most skilled , seafare r was in8lfcctu a l . In order to 

3\: cc ecd in a dispute with. ship o ',"/11Crs, the Fnion had to be 

capable of preventing the movement o · ves s els allli this cOLll u 

only be achi eved with the maximmn ore;anisation of pot entia l 
Thi s was a 

seafarers . J.. t ask whi ch h ::td occup ied Havelock \'{ilsol1. during 

April and May 1889 , and which he h a d hopccl to complet e beforl3 

the declaration of a national strike. 

The problems of the development of the Union were 

exacerbated by the unexpected response of the seafarer 

gene:-L'ally to Ull.i.on oX'ganl sation in the favourable ec ! o:ilio 

el1vironmen
O

t of late 1888 and early 1889. That thi '/i(lesprea 

organisation and expansion was ne i ther planned f or nor 

expect ed, is evidenced by the fact that the orig i nal 1887 

rules provided for "(;he p a yment of ! d per vieek per m ,mber 

to the Union .... oli i tor whcn it 'v' as anticipated that the 

membershi p would not exceed 4,000 to 5,000 in the course of 

a y ear . ( 33) 

That the original oreani ation wa inadelu.t to the 

demands made upon it had become obvious to the eadershi 

----..:-..---,--.----------~----.----

33. SeHf'aring ( upplement) 18 October l889 
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0. 0 V\,11 to branch level by the time of t he l\Iarch conference . 

In the Chairman ' s address it was s t ated that 

"considering the dimensi on to which the socie ty had 
grown it became i mperative to fr 2.m e such rules '21d 

regulations as would enable it to give satisfaction 
t o its membership ." ( 34) 

Vvhilst the General Secret ary conceded t hat 

"coming to the rules • •• he hoped to make them more 
workable." ( 35 ) 

Thi s almost intuitive recognition of the inadequacy 

of the structure to meet the changing demands of unprecedented 

growth had, by the Av:gust conference , become an unavoidable 

problem as had the recognition of the inadequacy of the 

organisationa l structure to meet the ne eds of the unionisation 

of sailors and firemen. At that time it was claime d that 

the Union had a membership of 65 , 000 , ( 36 ) and subs equently 

the G~neral Secretary stated 

" that during the half yea r from December to June 1889 
they had established 35 branches . " ( 37) 

The two main concerns of the meeting were t o ensure the 

centralisation of funds and the proper representation of the 

membership in the decision making process .( 38 ) A, resolution 

was passed ordering the funds to be centralised according to 

the rul es , but the main burden of the discussion concentrated 

34 . Sunderland Daily Echo 4 March 188 9 . 

35. Ibid . 

36 . Ibid 7 August 1889 See also Appendix II 

37 . Seafaring ( Supplement ) 19 October 1889 

38. ~he eff ective he adquarters of the Union were still in 
Sunderland and the repre s entatives on the Executive 
Committee cam- from tha t area . 
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on ~ho r i ght of the branches to be l 'epresented on th~ no..tioYl2.1 

executi.ve This r ight ~aB admjtted by the General Ge cretRry 

who W2.S. not 2.l1.Xious that ~t he Iiresent cor:uni ttec should 

" monopo}j.se the whole of the government, and suggl:lsted tha t 

the br anches shoul · be grouped into di s trictc and euch SCtid 

di str i ct elect a delegate to attend the Executive Co~nittec 

meetings, but he added , 

"tL.e present CorM1ittee could not l egally bo altercd 
until the Annua l General i\1c eting in October." (39) 

This suggestion, toge ther vri th the promi sed rules r eviGio 

a t the Annual conference in October, appear s to have sat i sfi ed 

the member ship. 

The year from the autumn of 1889 t o the autumn of 1 go 

was one of orgmliso.t i onal tran s ition for the N. A.S. :F . U. 3 0 

that the pr':Lrr.lary Stllcciance of the membership could be 

hE.trnesse d to a centra' aU'",hori ty rat her than '~o the virt .n.lly 

aut onomous loc a l br ancheb, which had previously been t J:L 

case. That is) to transform the nationally amal gamated union 

into a natioilal one th t was more than merely the sum of i ts 

parts. 

Of course , t his re-asses sment of the N. A.S.F.U was 

t aking place at a cru.cial moment f or t he development of 

unj.oni.sation f or the unskilled, which had as it -f ocus the 

Graat Dock Strike. The effective organisat ion of doccers 

was particularl y i mp ortmlt for the seamen since t he . i dent i ty 

of interest and a.etion betwe en seamen and dockers ha d already 

been f i rmly eo-cabli shed for extlIIlple in Gla3gow and Liverpool 

---------------------------------------------------
39. Sunder. and Daily __ ~cho 9 A\l.guS t 18 )9 
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in the spring 8nd 8arly mUTImer of 1889. '11./:'1. i 8 cu·-oPOl'3.tj.on 

was to be repeated in Ilondon in Aug t• s t 18(;'9, a nd the li.A.S .F .. Uo 

J.Joncion. Branch SGcrcta ry addres s ed u me e ting on 3rd. AUE,'Ust , 

sup p ort ing thf} est ablishment of a ne y·' organisa tion for 

dockers .( 40 ) During the strike, 'the seafarers a ctively 

supported the dockers and Burns wa s of the opinion thEt 

oallors and firemen made the best p i ckets . 

"Lik8 the st 8~reClcres , t hese men had COt,lO O1xt early 
D...1"ld in s yrnp8.thy . Ji th the dockers , 2.nd t.l:l.::'ir 'Norlc on 
the picket line complemented perfectly the work of 
the stovedores in administration." ( 41 ) 

The extent of this co-operation has laree l y bee n ignored 

by histori a.n s of the p eriod, perhaps beca.u f:le of the 1 - ck of 

comment i.n the c ontemporary press .(42) The latter om .i ssion 

was compl a i n e d of in ~~aZ~~iE~, 

1i\'/hile much Cl'el1it h a (Jeen g iven to ot her S O(;· e tie s 
with r eference to a ctivit y in promoting the cause of 
the ntrt ~-<: e ·Y.'~~ 1 t h e \Nork o't:' the Sa ilors and li' j.remen' s 
Union has be en a lmost entirely overloolwd; . t h a s 
c erta inly n ev et' be en aekno wlede ed, says a corresponrl nt. 
Now it is a f2.ct that h9,d the sailo s and f ' remen not 
come out, as they did on princip Le.., the strike :vould 
n ever ha.v , been nr olone;ed as it was , n or would the 
demands of the s trikers have been conc eded to t he 
ext ent they h ave been . The sailors ruld firemen could 
have di s c rHl t'e'ed, l oeded, coaled a nd ;aken away the 
ships in s pite of all opp osition on the part of the 
docke:r s, 8.n<1 thereby suprJlemented their wag es thre e--
f old ; but t:?11 ind.ucement s held out by ca:r,Jt 8.ins and 
shipovvners were of no aVClil vi th the ' shell b a cks ' . In 
fact, 110t only men but officers were dismis s ed their 
s hip s U G Cal.l S O t hey r efusc d to ',' r l( ~ argo • • • '1: h c So.i ors 
3l1d Piremo. t spicket p l:'evented hundreds of ' bla cklegs ' 
:'rom s"Ga j,nti.ng wor!,;: during thc progre ss of the strill:c. Il ( 43) 

40 . Lovell J. Stevedores a nd DOc~~ i"Ia.cmillan ( 1969 ) p o99 

41. Ibid p .lO? · 
42. See fo r eXmil1. 1e , Clegg H.A . , II'ox Alan and Thomp s on A. F . 

A Hi stOl"Y of British 'I ra-Je Unions s inc 1889 
Vol. l fbd9 --" 9"l-("(l.u. P. 1964) p. 57 

4,1 . Seufa'd.n i::; 21 September 1889 . . __ .. ...... ..... 
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Wilson pla yed only a mino):' role . 'Nilson cl!2.imca. tha t tho 

r eason f or this was t at 

lIThey were not very impr ssad vii th me beco.use I was 
8. p rovinci a l man, but, ncvert.heless, they were kind . 
to mo , and I g ot oFPort1..J..nities of add.rcssing large 
crowds , but I took no part in the London strike 
Committee." (44 ) 

This was an Ulwharacte:d.st ically inodo 8t, yet perceptive 

assessment of Wilson' s ovm posit ion , and indeed that o ·~ the 

Union. In spite of this, thE ' provincial ma n ' was elected 

to the Parliamentary Committee of the Trades Union Congr~s s 

in Dundee in l889~ 

The successful outcome of t he T.U.C . fOT Wils on meant 

t.hat he went to the Union's Annual Conference in Cardiff a 

few weeks l a t er with his position within the l abour movement 

cons iderably enhanced. It was , perhaps , also an indication 

of both his and the Union I s increased pres"'t.;ig e ilhClt tho 

Conference was at tended by Henry Broadhul'st , 1'i[. P ., und Lord 

Brasoey . 

The 1889 Conference , regarded as the first Annual 

General Me eting of the N. A.S • . • U., ( 45 ) was crucial to the 

long ter Llevelopment of the Union. Un l czG th need for 

centralisation could effectively be int egr~ted 1ith dcmocrati 

national representation in p olicy making, there was every 

likelihood the organisation would disintegr8,te . 'rh0, Conference 

41. \'li l s on J. H. 'i'0" Stol'mi.. Voyage Throu[f'h Life 
The Co-opera tive P inting SOCi e ty Ltd. (Lon"on 1925)p.167 . 

45. The meeting in 18S8 wad called a Demonstration. See 
footnote 61 .' chapter V. 



- 163 -

{'is the:cefo r e presen t ed wi th an o:cga.nisati mal eli] eri~ .. ~1:J.J 

vvhich was cnlYJhasise d by Henry Br oadhurst . n hts adrl::CC!GS t o 

t he delegat es .. 

"He pointed out ••• the great se cret of the 3tY·ength of 
t heir c.-reat a mal gamat ed t rade Un i O:l3 • • • aros e fr om 
the f a c t th t each locali ty h ad a g r eat power or loca l ' 
self-gov ernment •. • He c ould not sa~{ h ow far tl · .. 3 vvould 
he s u i t able for the s eamen ' s un ion . At any rate, h e 
"1ished to impress u p on t horn the ne c eccity of pbo l ding 
t he Executive who kne v no specia l l oc ::;.l intereBt The 
ex ecutive must alway s c ons i de r the int erest s of the 
whole b ody a s OIJpose d t o those of 'J.:J.:1Y p:1rt i cul.'3.r 
locality . . . He b egged t hem to rCM02 8r that in a 
g r eat s ociety t he r e mu s t always be decisi ons arri ve d 
at w!lic h ap-pear8d to sections to be ent i re l y unj 3t t o 
t herr, , but in the 1 01g run. thc:~r VIOU· d f i nd h o I r ight 
and proper thut cle ci s i on b.ad been . H ( 46 ) 

The firs t t aSK of t he Conferenc e, in t he l ight of the 

di~:;c 0ntent f ollowi nB t he out c ome of the 'I~ati(jn8.1 'oo tri k e 

a n d the Augus t agreem~nt, was to p rovide f or a n Exe cut ive 

Councioo l t .hat '!!8.S r .. l1r.esentat i v e of t he member""' hi. ). It wa , 

t heref ore , res olved that t he riGid ..!..xe cu t i v e Counc i l .... as to be 

e l e c t e d al" ... l1ually a t t h Conference on t he ba, "' ~. o of d i s t r ict 

repre s enta tion . The Counci would total 23 memb ers , 20 of 

vvhorn were to be elected hy the 11 di s t ri ct s , the rCf:.1aining 
Q" . o~ . c.. . o 

thre e 1 ere t~ be member , clud ~ ne thA Gener~l SR ,retary 

r nd t he Treasur er . Thus, the c cd ' h ility of tho Council ViaS 

s t reng thene d , but in such a 'Ifj,V th'J.t t he p ower of th > 

brenches was n ot enhance d . 'rhereby t -perhaps , re u .. cj .. ng the 

pot entia l for ~yaG~crr , at i on 

The d evelopment of the district wac n ot as democratic 

as i t appeared , fo r 1;1 f~.y .vere supervised by ec etari c s who 

----------------------.----------.--------
46. Seafari~~ ( Supp .emcnt ) 1 .. 9 0 t he~ 18t) 9 ~ 
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were appoi!'1.t;p-d _ rom aboye, an<l not ilOs/?n by the br(;l.i1.Glles 

which they oversaw , their <lu-cies being to 

"v isi t such bra11che3 as the S'Xe cutj.vG Council Ot' 
Genera l Secret ary l~lay eli.roct, and f3uch visi to mH~r 
be made at regula r inte rv<:;.ls VIi thout g iving notice 
thereof and he [.1"7 require the production of all 
books, vouchers, and acc ounts, and informati r:>:r from 
all branch officer.., re12.tive to t ho i'Y' dut':'ea 2..11(1 the 
vmrking of thei r branchGs . II •• " He 311.0.11 also 
pc::-i'or:u all oth" r dut i~::; rcqui:.~· c d of h.!..:!l by '~h c 
Exe cutive Co cil or GeneI'o,l Secretary f and be entirely 
uncleI' their control." ( 47 ) 

Thus the district Sc c i:"etaries may be seen at.- a channel ,hereby 

the br""ncnes could be made to JomIlly VI i th ins tructio!1G ft'o . 

headquartero, rp,ther th8..l1 one ,,'o/hereby th8 rank and file coull 

influence ccntra_ decisions . 

Whi l st particula r organisational s ·tructureG may encourage 

nD:t iona l cot:os ion nY1.0 overcorn probl Tile th8,t bra nch 2. tonomy 

UJ.iity over' :t at iona J. e.ims and objecti·ves. Po r the N • • S.F.U. 

at 'their me " tlng thr,) . revious i,1.:."roh , the focus for such unity 

ho..d been seen as thE; a chievement oJ. l.,miform rates of pay 

thr01,; ghout -t he country . Howeve- t by October, following the 

eXperience of the s ri e , and : O ~ i~y ' i~h a l arbo reprc~-

entation, this objective did not have unanimous support . The 

attitude o~ the membership to this objective provides a good 

indication -= th diff i c 1 ti es . ill ere It in t . e tis • 

Vhils t flome "thought they should have [l uni: rm wage f r 

the whole cOl.ntry" (S. El"'er , S. Shields ) or weI' "strongly 

in favour of uni.form \I/ages lf (,NaIsh, London) this was the 

----.-----~----------------.----.----.--. 
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minori ty view. It v{~s in t he r '- in oppo sed , either on th:) 

grounds that the time was not ripe ; !IIr . L!cKe1:lclrick (Dundee ) 

had a knowledge of every port in the king dom and knew i.t 

was simply impossible to have a uniform rate a t tht;; p:cc s c t 

time ; or that the organisat · on of the Union was too wea..l{ 

The Hull delegate confJidere<.l 1fth8.t 9 0 ..:a!" 80S his clistri~ t 

was concer ned they had not sufficient organisation as yet t o 

ins i"'t upon a lJ.niform rate. II It was also stated t h':1.t in 

Liverpool it would be .i mp oss i ble at t he present time "vii thout 

more thorough organisation. II (48 ) 

The concern seems to have been not to ob j ect to the 

principle, but t retain f l exibility through loca l wage 

negotiations . For example, the Aberde en de legate recogrised 

the propriety of the principle of a lmiform scale of wages, 

"but to suy that any por t must i rrune diately adopt i.t 
.. ould be absurd • •• If he Union lllen at any port 
agre ed 1 and joined the Executiv in bringing about 
the unif or mity , then all well and good . " 

That this view was a ccepted generally is reflected in the 

successful amendment to the resolution, vhich s t ated 

"That there s hall be a tUliform r ate of wages throue;hou.t 
the Idngdom , d awn up by the Executive Council and th0 
Secret aries of the Districus and to be sub.ittcd to 
the members fa their v ote before eing acte d upon in 
any pl ace where the minimum r ate doe" .no t exist ." (49 ) 

Therefore , in spite of the effort to centralise poli cy, the 

initiative over thi s central issue remained oc and n 

pr a ctical terms the branches reta.ined independence of action , 

48 . Seat8.rine (Supplel!lent ) 19 October 1889 

49 . Ibid 
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not least bec8.lJ_se employers regarded ~'!age rates a :3 a loca l 

i ssue. 

'.rhe appointment of District Secretaries ooe~, not appe:lT' 

t h way . 't " 1 -. d o ave gone any- -k to ensurlne t na - .Loca opl1110n un e1"-

"' .... r e te national po licy since by the 18 90 Confere lce it had 

been recommended ths,t Di strict Comm::.tteo C' be fO-ClilAd. 'rhlS 

apparently gQ. e loc E!-l branches some say i£1 di !:liirict 1Tl3;tte -_ s 

i'.'hich v:O"l~ld possibly make centrall:r appointed Di st!"ict Se c:.. 0-

taries, and thereby central policy , more acceptable. The 

effect of the new clau>:>es was tha-l:; 

"For the management of e a c"ll district there shall be 
a district comx:littee elected by the branches 
comprised in the district ••• The district committee 
shall have power to deal only with the follovving 
questions affcc in~ tho br2,nches in the district, 
viz: - lhtes of W8{!,GS , Hours of Labour, Gondi tions of 
agreements b etween Shil owners and Seamen, Q,nd to 
receive a ulOnthly report of the _district se.r e tar,Y-, 
and ~ all cause the same to be forvarded to head 
office within the time "9rescri ed by this Rule . 
That the Executive Council if neceSSEl.ry sha1.1 hav e 
full power 1;0 suspend district committe'3s . 1I (50) 

I n addit ion it was stated tha~ the Co~ ittec 

" shall h ave full c ontrol of the funds of the district 
but shall remit quarterly the amount due by the 
dis rid; t ~ead Office." ( 51 ) 

This last resolution i s perhaps surprising in vie of the 

emphasis placed on the c ent ralisation of funds at the same 

confe enC:L It may ':,el1 be that thi s esta li hm_ -.t of 

1 district func1.s' waG merely an expedient t o placate resistanee 

to the encroachment on branch authority , since the provi s ion 

- ----------
50 

51 .. 

Ibid 

Ibid 

----------------------------,-----
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for such funds enl;, las-c ed a :Jnc: .... t ·N.tile ~?"ld \laS no '::; tnc1. · .... .rJJ;<} 

in t 'he rules for t.ae follovrine YG'3.r 

Whilst the reso.Lution 8 t}nc1 ing the ruleOJ were paf:Jsec.. 

either unanimously or wi't;h a l arge mEjority , that is not to 

say the modifica tion of the union organi sat ion during 1889 

and 1890 was achieved vi thou t (U sse 1sio11 . In t he fo r oer 

year this was based on loca l. port or bral'lc.I..t intf:lrest and tr e 

concern was not to 

"allow themselves to drift into petty local jealousios 
of one district getting a l ' ttle more than another •• • 
That had been .the do\'mfall of all :3car!len ' s 80ci ties 
that had existed previous to the present onc. Don ' t 
l et them have one di strict f i ghting against anot her 
f or a house which was divided against itself vas sure 
to f a il. 11 (52 ) 

By 1890 t he emphasis had changed to di ssen~ion bet ween 

branch member s and the centra l authority that is betwe en the 

rallie and fi l e and the Exe cutive COlillcil. Althoue h this 

presented difficulties f or the leadership , 't does ref l ect 

the success of the efforts at centralis ation, and . he extent 

to which they moved away from the New Model union str cture . 

When addressing the deleg8.tes at Glasgow in 1890, 

Havelock '/Iilsol'l i ndicated t he shift in cri tieism iYhen h e 

52. Ibid 

53. By thi ", time not only had the Exe cutive Counc il 'Do en 
democratiscd a nd strengthened but t 1e head.qu al"tcr 

( 53 ) 

had been removed from Sunderland, the Union ' s birthpl~ce, 
to London on 6 July 1890. 
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stnteo. 

"No doubt at timcs you vv:i..ll not be able to agroe ';::'..th 
the gO.,.7 !'run8nt of the Union - it ic not to be e.~.0ecte(l. 
that ;you should; vIe cannot all thirD.- ulike. P H'haps 
the Executive Council are of the opinion that tho ' ship 
should be steered on a certs.in course, ::: . .nd y ou t .tl.nk 
she should be steered a I i tt~e more to the 11.0- thy 8:r:' . . 

If everyone wanta to tace comme.nd of the ressel you. . 
will find that you will be on the rocks, p.J1d i;i1.at tho 
pirates will come on board and clear you out .... 
Thflrefore I urge you at all timos ·to "oe oberliel-lt vO 

the goverrunent of your Union~1l (54) 

Ther were attempts to dilute th c cntr2.1 o.utJ:1.orj.ty by 

the delegates of branches such as the Tidu}. Ba. ' ii1. an. 

Green's Home, both London branches, and Greenock . HowevGr, 

these were unsuccessful and in. fact the Exq cutive Council 

waG strengthened. The resolution which achieved this, in 

general restated the previous rule , but via. far more exp1ic' t 

on points of central authority over branch affaild, an.d much 

less explicit about branch authority over ' central ufr'airso 

Por example, IJe.rt of the ne~ rule .setting out t .. G du bics f 

the Executive Council stated , 

liThe Executive Council shall have thG ent ire mano.ee­
ment a.YJ.d superintendence 0 " the business of the 
Union and all its branches ••• t furthe r the 
bjects of the Union and to protect i ts funds bot~ 

~enera1 and br nch from misappropri tion." (55) 

Th8 word underlined arc t hose inse!'ted ' n 1890 . ( 56) 

The need. for clarificat ion of the relationsh:i.p of the 

branches to central authority had oeen high ightea. i1 e'rly 

1egO. court case arose olt of 'a protracted disagreement , 

54. Seafarir~ ( Supplement ). 18 October 1890 ~ 

550 Ibid 

56. Rules of the N. A. S •• •. nd ibid . 
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;'lhich began in July 1889, between the off.' cia ::3 of the 

Tower Hill branch in particular the :.;;e cre ti.1.r~y", RolJe '. '"'c 

Pleasance 1 and t ~'le national Executive ~ 57) The nub of the 

case 'NE. S what rights the Central Executive hc:d ave:: t he 

branch records and accounts ; a questi.on wh:',ch was of vi t a l 

i mportance to the emerging conGc;)pt of R natj 0118.1 ""ather th8.il 

a nationally amalgamat ed union. The outcome of the .. ase was 

unsat i sfactory because of the i 41prcc icion of the 1889 ru ..... 8 ... 

on this point which precluded a legG~.l decision Thi s 

challenge to central authority explains , in part , t he 

preoccupati on at the 1890 conference with the conso l idation 

and clarification of the rul es . The attempt t o a chieve an 

efficient n o,tional structur"3 di o. not 0 itself solve what 

had emerged as the central problem of the 1889 agitat ion, 

the extent to which the labour supply could be controlled 

by the Union. Experience had shown that this W8. not merely 

a T.atter of organisation of experienced ratings 'Nho c o lId 

then use their skill to bargain with employers ; because of 

the nature of the l abour f orce it wa s a problem with many 

facets. The strength of the national union was dependent 

on their ability to excl ude from employment any f orm of 

' alternative labour'. One essential in this process as 

achieved in the spring of 1890 when, after several attempts, 

the Hull Deamen' s and liarine Pireaen s Amalgrunated Asso cia ion 

and the North of England federG':t;ed with the N.A . >., .F .. U.? th, s 

----------~------,-------

57 . See Se fari~ during July and Auguot 188 9 for details 
of this inciden • 
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pI'oviding a lmi ted f~"ont to both unorgo..nioed scamcl1. a.."Yld 

shipovvncrs in the -G\'/O ports. :f'1.lrther) as Wilson said, 

"it will enable u.s to establish C1 uniform rate of 
wages and uniform concJ_i-~.' ons of labour . fl ( :l c.\) 

However, since the shipo\'\ner could draw his l uuou ... from an 

i nternational market, the N.A.S.F.U. were trying to spread 

their own net wider vi-vh the eSlIublishmenv oZ branc~J.':;. of' 

the union in Antwerp and Rotte rdam , as well a s support i ng 

-I.ihe Dan' 8h . c: en ' s strike 0 ( 59 ) Efforts '"'ere Ftlso m 8 .. e to 

encourage foreign 3eamen to join the Union , the method being 

to annoUnce that the fee for foreiBners would b . . 
increased substantially in the futurc . t hu;:; obtaining the 

) 

membership of t hQse men employed on British ships vhilst 

creating a barr ' er to restrict future employment of foreigners 

The Union also recognised thc adV"anto.ge of restricting 

the 8 pply 2.ud. use of 801 ternatj_v~ 1abo,\lr in other way_ 4 or 

exal!J.ple, the waterside workers crm} d be a fmi'~ab so .r P. of 

such labour, 'I',<,hi ch 'was less likely to be available if 

unionisec1, and would co-opera te lith the seamen in pr venting 

ships from sailing ere led by strikebreakers. The co-opel'atio 

of dockers and seamen was evidenced in the GlasgoVl and 

Liverpool strikes in 1889 and the seamen were increasil'lgl~ 

avtare of the need to establ ish this uni y of o.c Iii 011 on L. 

more formal footing , and if possible to oxt~nd it to a wider 

section of their kindred 'Norkers . Thi s type of organisation 

------------------------------------.--------------------
S mderlo...,.'1.d D:ti 7 Bch 15 October 88 9, 17 N: .. W . 890; 
5earar~nc 7Juiiol8"8"9; 1.!inu-tie3 of l . S . M.F. A. A. . op cit. 

59. For details SI')8 :·T. rl. S . li'. U. '.lim l.tC:3 21 July 1890; 
~ar:i: ~ J- .1y 1890 passim. 
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was mooted in JJiverpooJ. ia April l8S0 'by the Sailors 8.nd 

Firemen follo ... :ing atte. ptn to negotiate ,~oncert ca. a ction 

vvi th the dockers over a pay claim at · the end of January . 

The idea was favourably received y the trade unions concerned, 

in part because 

"The recent stril<:e of dock l abourers in Liverpool hac 
entailed considerable loss to the s·"'iJ.o""s 7 fi r",! f10!1 

flatmen , quay carters, and various classes connected 
wi th the shipping indus try, and it i s felt by many' 
of the members of the trades 'Lm ' OllS cormected with 
these bodies of labour that it "I ould be c:t. v/ise thi ne 
if they mutually co-opera ted together." ( 60 ) 

These sarne trades unions also recognised the need to strenGthen 

the sailors' positions 

"inasmuch as they [sailors] had to contend -,6th the 
surplus labour constantly pouring into Liverpool." 61) 

The proposal put forward by the sailors and firemen had 8.8 

i ts main object 

"the f ormation of a federal council composed of all 
classes of labour connected with shipping and the 
docks. They de s i.re that such a counci , if establi shed, 
should discuss the labour question in all its bearing 
and, if possible, to try and arrive at a common . 
understanding." (62 ) . 

Having learned. the lessons of precipitate action themselves 

60 •• Journal of Commerce 27 January 1890 
Liverpool Da11y-~t 18 Apri l 1890 

61. 3 Febr ~ry 1890 

62. Liverpool Daily Post 18 April 1890 
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in 1889, they weTe anxious to t::u.ard c.Gain~t bCil\:.; invol veel j.!:l 

similar impetuous action by tl1e do ckers since their provo sal 

\,ient on to 

"urge that no Body should take any extrer.l~ flteps to 
ren!cdy grievcmces until the othc . -.:; we . f! ma(Jr: comr-­
ersa....'1t '.vi th the f c1.cts 1 a::.1d thnt th8 ultimate decision 
must be left in the hO-nds of the .i.cclGral councilor a 
board of Conciliation." (63 ) 

At a national level there was insufficient appeal f or 

the various 11ntonc to co oper:J,t::: ir. th; '.''!~y until tb.eJ~ vIera 

faced with a common enemy in the s.hipowner~ 7 orgalLisat..i.on. 

It was only followin:g that event in the autumn of 890 thai.; 

an Elffoctive national federated assocint:ion came into bei.ng. 

Within the industry itself it could only be of benefit 

to the N.A.S.F.U. if t ere was a . ympathet"c attit .de to 

their cause on behalf of the o.l.ficers. 1'his 'Nas not least 

because the ship ma>:>ter was the person responsible for hir·· ng 

and firj.ng soamen, and with whom the 00ntrnct of employment 

was made. It was to t1.is end that HaveJ.oc { VI"ls n ass' sten. 

in the formation of a new officers' organisation on 'the North 

East coast j.n January 18b9 . (64 ) After an uncertain start, the 

Union was reformed in May of tha t year as the Certi~icateu 

Offi.cers ' Union of' Grea t Britain and Ire and , with Ca.ptain 

George Luccock as Assistant Secretary and Haveloc!r Vii s on 

as General Manager, but the question of officers being 

unionised was not :pressed by the N •.• S . 1i\ U. until the end 

of the year. ] Irom the Union t s point of view it was see 

63. Ibid 

64. .s~~"erland Dc.iJ.:L]:c~ 0 17 In.nU~I''J ] .889 
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as "an addi tionul stre118th to their po\,!G::C ." , (5 ) and on the 

27th November 1 at a meeting 01 the officcrs I urJ.ion, V/ilscn 

" annou..Ylceu the.t the d8.y h a d nr:d vcd ., hnn seamen an 1 

firemen vloulcl no longer sien articles or 8qil in 
ship s until the shipmasters and mates joined the 
Union. 11 ( 66 ) 

In pract ice the rer-:lOlution appears to h2.ve .he,d. li'ttle effect, 

although it was c.La ' me d '[; l1a ~ 

"In some cases ••• ol/mers \"lho Ii/ere cOl:lpletely nipped 
by theiT commercial Gnga.gements pa id the fees of their 
captains ar.c. officers to join the l.mJ.0n in order to 
get their ships av/ay ." (e{) 

These developments were limited to the North ha 't coast, but 

the advantages were re cognised 'els ewhere since the District 

Secretary in Liverpool was reported in June 1890 as endeav­

our ing to Get up 9.n officerG' union. ( 68 ) The .. ill ' onisation 

of officers ms perhaps more important once the issue became 

union crews rather than merely wages and cond~ tion~." \ hich 

y"las the cuse during the strikes of the spr ine and summer of 

1889 . 

Obviously , the position of the N.A.S. F.U . in relat ion 

to supply would have been greatly strengthened had t hey b een 

.ble to obta in a Board of Trade Licence, and by the 1890 

Conference the Union made a definite commitment t o attempt 

to obtain such licences for br81'lch secl'etarie..:. . ( 69 ) 

65 . Ro~.:l ComPl:!-s s i ol1 on Labour , Minuteo of JI;vidence, Group B 
Val.I 1892 C6708) QI0346, also see Q9 13, 9315 , 10028, 

.10029 , 10345-50 and Vol .II (06795) Q14601 , 14622 . 

66 . E irp1ay 6 December 1889 Shipp ' nILlVor1d 1 Jamw.ry 1 ,390 

67 . Ro:,[a l Carn:r.i fJ :Jj,_Ql1. __ on h0b_Qv.:r Mi m.,r'liefj f Evid nce J rau B 
Vol.II (Cmnd 6795 ) Q14 ,622. 

68. Journal of Commerce 26 June 1890 

69. Sen . .fari~ ( "'u p ')lement ) 18 October 1890. 
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At the same time 8.S the N. fl.. S.Ii', U. were wicl0n i.i.'~ th~J.r 

area of influence with other Unions, th ... J' were 81 de ;;.vo lring 

to strengthen their O".m bargaining pos:L tion in rega rd to 

skill. Il'or many years there had been !lreSf;UJ.'l~ fro I. the 

sen-men themselves f or the stri ct implencntation of competel'lcy 

Qualifications for Able Seamen ( A.B. s ) • However , "l/his had 

become more important since the reali sation" he:t; ~8amen could 

not use skill as thE: .basis of nego"ciation ii 'Lll ohlploY0~·S . It 

would also be a way , u ltimately , of restrictine supply 'llhers 

was a provision i n l egi s lation for tho certification of A.B.s 

in the Merchant Se8.l11en ( Payment of Wages aIll Ra ting) Ac"c 

1880 , Sectj.on 7. 

"A seaman shall not be 0ntit led t the rating of A.B . 
that is to say, of an a blf'!-boc1ied seaman , unless he 
has .... erved at 80a for : our years before th mast ." 

That t his was not the pract ice ViaS indicated. by a seamen 's 

leader 

"I consider t hat ships being undenaanned a.ncl the te .l s 
of the Merchant Seamen's Act of 1880 referring to 
wages and r ating n ot being put into f orce i ~ the c ause 
o our havine so many inferior seamen • • • the princip~ 
e~:..use of complaint i s tha.t there i s no reliable source 
f... om \",'l:ence '.'le can get sea.>nen in the futur . S f _ r 
as Hull is concerned I only knO\'1 0_ one fir. t, hieD. 
carries ordinary seamen. Consequently if there are 
no ordinary seamen I do not kno v i... the le ' . uture' 
how vye are going to get able seamen . There are plenty 
o;f Ol~ 1 inary seam n and they are ve-ry ordinary . " (70 ) 

• 
It had ah'lays been, Gl1d r emained , t he long term pol: cy of the 

... . A.S.F. U. to get thio law enforced, (71) but they wer0 not 

70. Royal 0.0p.rrti ...... "3.1ii_on .97LJd.qb_oj.l.:~ MinuteG of Evidence 
Qs .13815 and 13Hl'J . 

710 P.R.O. 1'.··.T9/348/ i':L .R50/ 1R89 
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very successful in their. etforts durinc; this period. 

One indirect step 'to"\/ardc infl.uencing mron l y 2.1 d to 

counteract the predominance of the shipov.ner wa. to ga.in 

reprcsentat" on on the Local Mar ' . e Boa r ds whi ch wore ,r vide 

for unde r the :lierchu:1t ShippinG Act of l85(~. 'J.'he pv.rpo sE': of 

-hese Bo<.:~,rd:2 W[H3 to carry into effect tiL proviso' (){u of -tiL 

Act and. they appear in practice to have b een ll1c~inly concerned 

vlith charge of the Mel'cantile IIIarinc Office whero GGrunen 

were engaged , and with disciplinary enqui!~ies~ (72) There is n 

extant evidence of how wide N.A . S.F.U. representation was 

"The President [of the Board of Trud~ has, where 
suitable persons of the ela.:.G of an A. B., or a 
suitable represen.utive of 8ea~en can be found, 
appointed such a person ac a member of the Local 
:darine Board . II 

14. 808 - "Is that conTaonly donc?1I -

"Wherever a suitable -::Jerson of tha t description can 
be fOi.lnd it is alway~ done . " (73) 

Th shipQl.vuers m st have viewed the g owing "nfluence 

of the N.A.S. F.U . and its apparent recognition as an offi cial 

spokesman of seamen with increasing disquiet . For some ship-

owners, the reaction had been to combine locally to dea l 

specifically with labour matters in addition to the existing 

local organisations such as Protection and Inderlll}-i ty .lub 

and Shipowners sso ciations .(74 ) However, it appears to have 

72. Royal COmIg.":'J;?,?ion on Labou!: l'I'dnut _8 OJ, Evidence 
Q14,805. 

73. Ibid Qs . 14,857 anr.l 8. Evidcnce given by the Permanent 
Secretary 01 the Boa!~d of l'rade 8 march 1892. 

74. The shipovmers d" a not always form a separate org' nisutioll 
but often got together on an ad hoc b''1siG as \la G the caGe 
during the strikes in Live:i:pool in 1889 .. 



- 1',/'6 -

been the vridmling agitat ion of the Hi?lter of JJ309/1() 90 , 

affcctine; to 8, les s er degre e all ·,'laterfJide \vo!'l(crc< I I'o.the::, 

than, the nation8.1 Ge e.men ::.; strike of June JJH39 Yi/hich Gngendercd. 

moveS to increased c ombi.nat i on by Shipo 'mrn:'s . At the 

beginning of December it was repartee} 

"the s hipov'iners und shipbrol{ers of the ~.hame8 h ave 
f01:1lled a labo1..U' Uomr.1i ttco to d~ :J.l '.) l~o::lptly and in 
a c onciliatory spirit with labour ~ucGtions. 

There are now theref ore t wo p owerful bodies 
of shi p oYlJ.1.ers or ganised f or the purj'JQ;::;c of ut.::fcns 8 
against l..U1reasonable demands - Ol1e COE lJrisinr~ the 
~narnes, the othe r a l l the North Ea::"t'Jrn port s and 
Cardiff. (75) Liverpool shipo mers, it is to b8 
prcsurilf?d] v;j.ll 8,ct i ndcpenda ntly as they generally 
do" Sco tland se ems able to hold it"" OVl!1 against 
labour c Ol~binations. II (76) 

In the e arly spring of 1890, Liverpool employers 

formalised \vhat had pre~Tiously been an ad hoc a rr2..ngement 

i n t c.r1'Ie.s of ~1gi-r; :;dii. 0n, by formine; the Employers ' Labour 

Assoc:"8.tion j.n 111eb:::'V.8.l'"';>T . This represent e d the ma j ority of 

the p:ci.n<..:i IJal t;'(;e u.tilship owners and the master stevedores 

and porterG, a c(') r.lbLla tioll therefore which employed 60 per 

cen"!; of t he seamen o.n c1 ·Naterside ',orkers in the port. (77 ) 

It vvas t o b e a perma.nt-::l1-G dei' 3l1.si vo body with "no de s ire what -

s oelTer to int erferE! '78 ) I'i th the men f s organisa tion .. II ~ 

75 . There are s evera l i ndir ct r fJrence s t o t ,o Cardiff 
Shiuowner.s Association being a llied to the Ship owners 
AS8~ciat iol1 of Grea t Brit a i n , but no f irm evidence . 

76. ~hipp~L'fGTJ._.d 1 Dec3 .!"bcr 1889 

77 . 

78~ 

10 February 1890 
11 }i' ebruary 1890 

Journal of Commerc e 1 ilIarch 1890 ' 
ifhe -fact-':Ehi,l-"r-tllel"e was press Ire .!.. or c. f ederation of 
I8.t ers ide w(lrkers in Liverpool a t thi' time may lave 
be~n significant in the formation of the BL I. A. 
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A further d ev810pYHent Y~·2. S the lJY~le rg ence of u niun:] which 

either D plicit1y o~ explicitly had t h e encourogenent of 

s.hipowners ~ It was IJI'GslL1aabJ.y lJo!)oc1 t ha t the s e would 

effectively rival the N.A . S . F.U ~ lm.t vwulc1 have a membership 

more appreciative of the Shi p owners ' position. 

The main eXaLlples are the Internationc..l Federation of 

Steviards , Se8.:llen und ]? i rerl:en (I • Ii' • S.:::i • Ii' • ), o::'icinally b:LDC d 

in Sunderland, a nd the Amalgamated Seamen ' s and Tro.desmen 1 s 

Union of CTreai' BTi t ain and Ireland, b8.seo. in ()a.r· ".ff (known 

as thc Boarding House Maste r s ' 'Union ) 

The former vvas esta blished in the early summer of 1890 

and registered as a trades union on 3rd July. Havelo ck 

Wi lson regarded its fUI'mat ion as part of a shi powners ' 

conspiracy. 

!lIn l.pril 1890 a deputation of those men '/a i ceO. upon 
one shipowner , I, r. Scrutt on of the North East coast 
and he told them that they were prep red to subs i(lise 
these men ' n carrying out this worl{ j furthe r , -that 
if they vJOuld Gt a.rt a rival organisation to ours 
the shipowne r s would b e prepared t o subsidise thi 
organisation . These men then commenced and f orme d 
a riva l organisation, v.,hich is known by the name 
of the Interna t ional Federation of earnen, Firemen, 
Cooks and Stewards tha t is the I . .t! .S. S.F . " (79 ) 

In view of Havelock Wilson' s bias it is difficult t o assess 

how t rue thi t3 assertion was . Particula rly as the men 

inv olved were Robert Pleasanc e , Georg e J. Hornsby, 

Arthur R. Abbot and ~auri c e E. Darby, all dismissed o .f ieials 

of' t he N . A.S.F' . U ~ and Captain Lawrence who had h a d a 

dubious connection VIi th Havelock Wilson s attempt to organ ',se 

the offi cers . Hov/ever , eve .. i f, at its inception, i t hs>.d 

79. 
.------------_._--- ._--------------------------------

Royal Commis s ion on I ,o..bour Minut s 
Vol . I ( Orond 6 708') Q9291 

Evidence Gr up B? 
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been a bona fide organisat ion, it vias defini tcly in rcceipt 

of shipowners ' funds by the autumn of 1890 . (80 ) 

The Cardiff society , the Boarding House Masters ' Union, 

was formed on 25th August, apparently specifi cally to proyide 

the local shipowners' society with 'free l abour'. The 

Cardiff Shipo\V11ers ' Association ho...cL declared for free 

labour on 6th August , (81 ) and at the end of the month it 

repo rted that 

was 

"The boarding-house lceepers ."."ho have suffered a great 
deal from the proc eedings and exclusiveness of 
existing unions are ready to help the Shipowners ' 
Combination in many ways." (82 ) 

The shipowners were approaching and attempting to solve 

what they regarded as a l abour problem on a widening front . 

Nevertheless, their level of combinat ion, where it existed, 

was for the most part local, or at best regional, as on the 

North 'East coast . It was from this area that calls had come, 

over a number of y'ears, for national a ction in this sphere , 

but they remained l ar gely unheeded. 

80. See Chapter VII p. 194 and Vlebb Collection A Vol.XLI, 16A 

81. Royal Commission on ~U~ Group B op cit Vol.II (C.6795) 
Q13,750 

82. Fairplay 29 August 1890 



ClLt\.FrER VII 

THE SHIPF'ING F ED l',RI TION 

The formation of a national organisation of shi powners 

to deal wi!;h l abour matters was an i mport ant break with the 

traditional local and regiona l re action to the periodic 

u...'l'lionisation of seafarers. Undoubtedly the rapid gro1.'rth of 

the N. A.S.F .U. gave the shipovmers considerable individual 

cause for concern. This was increa sed once the union 

extended its area of a ctivity beyond wages and conditions of 

vvork to pressing for employment of unionists only and what 

VIas regarded as ' interference' with the supply of l abour , 

and placing restraint on their commercial fre edom . Hoy/ever , 

the power of the N. A. S. F . U. ' was not sufficiently well 

co-ordinated or s·tirongly based nationally, or indeed success­

ful to warrant a spontaneous con." ensus among the ma jority of 

shipo~ners for united action. This would also apply to the 

alleged pressure the N. A.S. F.U. put on officers to join the 

Shipmasters and Off icers Un~on , and which was later to receive 

most publicity as the direct : p~f\bC t ~o. boo for the foundati on 

of the national organisation. (1) 

In attempt ing to understand the impetus for the establ­

ishment of an organisat~on ' to be cop-eerned with labour, _.the _PQmm01J 

error lies in assuming it was a national movement from its 

1. See below page 208 
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incept ion. It was r ather a succes sful attempt by a 

relatively small group of militant shipowners , in the r.min 

from the Irorth East coast, to harness the increasing 

~\J<;tto..bo", felt by many 'shipowners in the management of their 

affairs, of "..,hich the activities of the N.A . 3 . F . U. an d the 

pos s ible uni o'ni s3.tion of off icers 'Nas oymptomc..tic . It is 

not diffi cul t to understand . why 1890 mi ght be seen as the 

r i ght t i me t o show how beneficial united action could be . 

The summer of 1889 had seen the emerg ence of t he 

successful organioation of unskilled l abourers vlhich had 

ret ained an unusual degree of pcrmanence . In addition 

bot h publ ic opinion and indeed the sta te had shown 

a n ew sympat hy t o the collec t i ve i de a s of the vlorking man . , 
ideas which wer e part icular l y threateni ng t o employers 

commi tted to the philosophy of the i ndividual f r eedom of 

contract and unrestri cted commercial endeavour. The shi p-

owners certainly fell i nto t hi s latter category and in spite 

of the appar ent v i ct orie s i n '1809 were i ncreasingly conc erned 

with union i nterfer ence in what they regarded as their sale 

concern. 

Furthermore , there were s i gns t hat it could no longer--' 

be automatica lly assumed tha t t he attitudes of government 

would c oinci de with shi pping ' s best inter est . For example, 

t he Board 'or Trade· were ·perhaps 'showing thems e"lves more ---
. 
amenable to the employee ' s' point of view and l ooki ng more 

readily for s eamen ' s repr esentation t hrough t he Unions on . 

such mat t ers as loss of life . 

A more pertinent f a ct or a s far as the shipovmers were 

c oncerned was the economic situat ion . There had been Signs , 
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sinc e the spring of 1890 , of a contra ction in f reiBh t s from 

the peak of .L889 . As 1,1es8r8 • . Angier Bros . Stea:n J.:'reight 

Review f or 1890 stated , 

liThe salient fact brought by a revie 1 of the past year ' s 
s t ea...'TIship olfming , is t he sudden relapse of a J.l f reights 
and values of s t eam property from the high points 
r eached i n 1809 to about the lo",ves t figure tO Llclwd 
during the l cng deprossion i n t his tralle fro. 1883 t o 
1887. The de cline commenced with e<lrly spring a.nd 
progr esse d r apidly ti l l at the close of 1890 freights 
have reached a s low fi gures as C2.n be remembered, and. 
the po s ition i s aggr avated by the abnor1nally hi.O'h co s t 
of coal, wages and high worki ng expenses ." ( 2 ) 

The boom of 1889 possibly provides the explanat i on of 

why the att empt a t national organi sation di d not oc cur until 

1890, that i s when the shipowner s were under pres .."ure of 

f a l l ing freights ) rat he r than i n 1889 when t he industria]. 

unrest was a.t its hei '2;ht. 

What exis ted then by the summer of 1890 was a climat e of 

I" opinion \vi th ~ the shi llPi ng i ndustry in r egar d to l abour 

mat t ers that provided suff icient suppor t among owners to 

form the basis of a viable nationa l organi sation. The need 

for such an organisation wa s publicly expre s sed at the 

Gener al Shipowners Society Annual Meet i ng , held on 25th Ju1y".- -

1890, when it was stated that 

"the fact is , the men a re thoroughl y organi sed, whereas 
we shipowners are thdroughly adrif t; the men see this 
and they beat U8 'hands dovvn '." (3) 

~. Fairplay 9 January and Angier E. A. V. ! iftl Years ' 
l!'reights 1869-1919 J)'ai~E.1a'y (1920) p . 85 . 

3. Ibid 25 July 1890 
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Thi s was certa inly felt to be the · case in r eGard to se~nen ; 

a le ading shi po mer, E. H. Wa tts, con.rnented , 

"It ViaS necessary f or- shi po\'mers to t aJre i n"lme diate 
a ction . The men"" he said, " a re a c the l)re:..~ent t ime 
beating us in det 2.il j they h:::.ve t heir de legate s with 
therJ , who tell the;-,l rhEd; a e r 2.ncl. su cc ef3S t hey a:-ce 
havine:1 stoppi ng this ship or t hat ship , etc. If 
thi s sort of thine goes on, we shal l be out of the 
:cace altoge ther . Shipowne r s ought "CO combine now ; 
unless they do, we shall be beat en in det ail a llover 
the shop ." (4) 

This was a · 
view that was shared by the Pre s ident of the Chamber of 

Shipping, T. L. Devitt, and he convened the first formal 

meeting of interested parties which was held in London on 

19th August, 1890. Those already cOrrL."'TIitted to the idea of 

such a national organisation were anxious to t ake advantage 

of the moment'Luu that now existed for co ·-ordinated action and 

went to t his first meeting wi th a well thought out schel e.(5) 

However , whilst there was a general acceptance among those 

pre "" el1.t that s omethirl.g should be done in a concerted way 

to meet t he 'labour troubles t, "(;here was by no means a 

consensus of opinion as to the form such an organi sation 

shou.ld t ake. It was presumed t hat the· new organisation would 

be a centralised association of P & I clubs to which 

individual ovmers or groups of ovmers outside the club could 

affiliate. 

4. Ibid 

5. Conference of Shipowners Association Minutes of 
Proceedings 19 August 1890 p.27 and passim 
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However , t his basis of oreanisation did C2.US G some 

proble111S l ater on, as not all t:ral'!lll S belonGcd to the C1u03 , 

being prepared to risk tmder-insurance f or maximwLl profit; 

and the l arge liner companie s were so se cure thflt they ha d 

no need of this type of mutual support. Therefore , the 

bau i s of P &- I Club represent&t i on did not necessarily lUean 

a united front on the part of the ship o~mers . This i s one 

r ea s on why the support of t he ., Chamber of Shippi ng was so 

vita l since they we re representative of the owners not in 

the P & I Clubs . 

There was some disagreement as to whether tle situation 

warranted t he formation of a new s ociety, or whether it 

would not be better to use existing s ocieties, in particular 

that on the North East coast , of \hom 1r. Roche was the 

Secretary and foremost advocate . flIr . Jones of Cardiff 

expressed the views of several other owners at the meeting 

when he said 

" As my colleague has a lready said what the Cardiff ship­
o\vners would prefer would be s omething on the lines of 
NIr. Roche ' s a ssociat i on· which ha s now become I may say, 
sonething more t h?-ll t he nucleus of a society . If that 
could be added to, I think it vlould be pr~ferable to 
bringing into existence another association for similar 
purposes . 1I (6) 

In the event a ·vote on the re s olution was postponed in 

order that a copy rt\ l~\l.t be sent to the P &, I Clubs for their 

consideration. A further meeting could then be convened t o 

6 . Ibid p.46 

-~ I 
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which the ClubD could send. t heir c".gre ed represent Cltives . 

An i nteY'im com;Ji tte e was formed to fu. rther the project . 

Thi s consisted of t he Executive Co uncil of the Ch~nbcr of 

Shippi ng and t hG lGading membGrs of the P 8: 1 Cl ub3, and 
thus 

the na tional appeal of the Chamber i nvolv ement \'/3.S )..,mai nt a ined. 

Prior to' the ad journment meet:i_n~ on t he 2nd. September 

the Interim Committee met a t 11 a .m. Primarily t hey wer e 

t o di s cuss wha t po sition the Chamber vvas to have in r el a tion 

t o the new or ganisa tion and to decide the policy to be 

pursued a t t he g eneral meeting . It i s obvious from t he s e 

preliminary discussions that the Committee a t l east had 

moved away from the idea of ' formi ng an anti-s trike 

association by a confederation of the exis ting P & I Clubs,' 

and towards a mu ch wider r anging membership, even to the 

extGnt of one member r ecomrJending the inclus i on of ship­

builders . a,n i dea strongly opposed by a P 8. I repre s entative 
) 

on the grounds that his a ssociation mi ght find i tself 

financi'ally re spons ible f or a shipbuilders ' dispute . 

The need to wi den t he app eal, albei t not to shi pbuilders , 

was r ec ogni s ed in the re s olution finally put to the general 

meeting later in the day. The re s olution read -

"That in t he opinion 6f this meeting it is expedien-t to 
constitute a centra l association consisting of ship­
owners and others consisting of the various protecting 
and Indemnity Associat ions and othe r ASSO Ciations , and 
al s o shi pping and other companies and shi powner not'--· 
entered in any prot ecting and indeL~ity or other 

.Associatl.on f or the purpose of protecting the i nt eres ts 
of shipowners against the unreasonabl e demands or 
actions of Tr ades Unions or combinations 8.ffe cting_ 
such interests ." (7) 

7. Minutes of , 'Proceedings Ad j ourIled ' l.!eeting 2 September 1890-
p .lS and lb 
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The P & 1 Clubs present, representing some 5 million ton::.;, (8) 

signified thei.r assent & confirmed. th::L~ the appropri a te 

resolutions had been passed in their respective localities. 

A decision was also made to call the new orgi-misation The 

Shi pping Federation Limited. (9) 

The shi po\',':lcrs were by no means UllC.:nirr:ouc in theil 

expectation, of the new organisation. For some it yvas to be 

simply a short term expedient to meet the specif ic tl1reat 

to the shipovvner of the N. A. S. F.U. and the New Unionism . ' 

As one ovmer stated 

"You must not imagine thi s i s an association which is 
going to l ast t wenty years . I hope it will kill this . 
thing @rade Union interferenc~ in tVlenty months . II (10) 

The Chairman of the meeting , however , showed greater 

sensitivity to the changing climate in which t hey were 

operating as employers by pointing out that the circumstances 

in which they found t hemselves provided them ith a unique 

Opportunity 

" to come together in a common interest i n which we are 
all bound together it is not going to fall to pieces 
in t wenty months . " (11) 

He did not think that they should se e it merely as a solution 

to ' the momentary panic vie have got into ', and it was worth 

an effort t o make ~~ the beginning of better things . (12 ) 

The meeting then went on to est ablish the exact aims 

8 . Ibid p . 40 

9. Ibid p . 46 

10. Ibid p . 88 

11 . I bid p. 89 

12 . I bid 
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of the li'ederation and to set u.p the structure in detail. Its 

proposed purpose and obj ccts \'iCre set out in g mcmorandum 

produced by Ro che . 

"To deal '.vi th labour questions of all kinds including 
conferences with labour organisc.tiollS . Indemnity of 
shipo\vners whose vesse ls are detai ned by reason of 
the arbi tr<.">..ry and unreasonable action of ~lra<les Uni ons . 
Legal pro<..:eedines r here nec e"sary- in i mp or'tant te s t 
cases within the obj ects of the association but not 
for ordinary breaches -of discipline . Prot ection of 
the off icers , crev/s or servants of shipowners against 
intimidation on the part of tra de oreanisations or 
t heir members . Proposed legi ..... lntion affecting ship­
ovmers counteracting the effects of agitation against 
the shipping interests." (13) 

Originally the emphasis had been on the need t o organise 

a combination 

"against the t yr anny of tho se unions , the tyranny 
exercised i n ships where they have the power ." (14 ) 

but l a ter a more moderate line was adopted wi th an amendment 

suggesting 'that the word tyrannical be changed to unreasonable ' 

and the new society should be ' against the lmreas onable 

demands of tra de unions .' 

The problem of representa tion proved to be a matter of 

contention with each representative conc erned to maintain an 

advantageous position without conceding too much to the othe:Ts. 

Finally a vaguely worded resolution was agr eed , giving one 

representative organisation one vote for every 100,000 gross 

tens registered entered. T-,'Iembers having less tonnage entered 

13. Ibid p.46 and 47 

14. Ibid p.26 

~. 
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we re al lowed to group together for the purpose of re:Dresen-

t a,tion and voting & These represent p.,tives vmuld go to make 

the Executive Council ':{hich ';'lould ini ti8.lly number 55 . 

It is difficult to say how genera.l was the a cceptance 

th8.t the Federation was the begi nning of perIllanent nationa l 

co-operation. The main concern of t he initiators of the 

Federation was to capitalise on the UllU "TIJ.a l national support 

that had been engendered by the ' moment ary panic'. It was 

agreecl that the day-to--day runni ne; of t he l~ederation was put 

into the hands of an i nterim committee until such time as t he 

Executive Committee was f ormed. The Inter i m Committee was 

made up of members who were mainly London based, presumably 

because they would be required to meet daily to draw up the 

rilemorandu:c and Articles of Association, etc. It was de cided 

tha t the President and Vice- Pr esident of the Chamber of 

Shipping should a lso serve as ex-officio members of the 

"although they are not contributors and do not 
contribute to the funds ; still at the same time 
they are t h e cause of the initi tion of this and 
they a r e the means of bringi ng u s together and 
the organisation and the power tha.t they represent 
is one t hat we can very well incorporate with our 
own." (15 ) 

Certainly it seems that much of the preparatory work was 

carried out by Devitt . The preparations for the meeting 

on 2nd September were certainly t horough and a candidate 

15. Ibid p.115 

~I 

I 
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f or the post of General Manager and Secretary of the propos ed 

new organisation ha d already been sel ected and was pre s ented 

to the meetine for little more than confi rmation of his 

appointment . The man in question r:as George Al exander Laws , 

an ex-ship ' s master and small shipo\'mer from t he North East 

coast who was well knO\'Vll among the shipping fraternity . He 

was f elt to be 

" a good fighter and he r at her likes it; and under the 
orders of the Executive Council I have no doubt he 
vlill be an ex ceedingly able man." (16) 

'Vhilst t he P &. I Clubs, f orming a s they did the basis of 

the Shipping Federation, we re prepared to support the idea 

of a na tional policy, they were nevertheless anxious to 

retain their local influence, local disputes to be dealt 

\vi th a t local level, but falling in line vii t h a national 

policy. It is not surpri s ing t herefore that they insisted 

tha t proper weight be given to di strict organisations . In 

fact, it was agreed that the formation of district committees 

should be left directly in the hands of the localities them­

selves . 

The new organisation was to be financed by malting a call 

on members , based on gross tonnage entere~and in the first 

i nstance at the rate of ld per ton for steamers and t d f or 

sailing ships . Notice of the f irst call wa s given on the 
. . 

1st October f or payment on 4th November. and it was expected 

16 . Ibid p . 107 
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to r aise £25,000 (17) ( Appendix II I ). 'rhis money \vas to be 

used. in part to provide f or the actua l rtuming co s t s of the 

organisation and. in part for a mar gin of comp ensation to any 

O\<Vners whose ve sf:l els were blocke d by the .:tCtions of the 

unions . In cases wher e indemnity was clair.led the amount to 

be paid out of Federation funds was to be de cide d by"the 

Legal and Indemnity Corruni ttee 'v"li th a maximum set of 6d per 

ton.(lS) This was the key to ensuring adherence in loca l 

disputes to a centra l policy. 

Settling the f orm of organisation and administration 

occupied the Counci l during the month of September, and many 

of the ,finer points of det ail were not finalised until after 

the Federa tion was registered. The primary consideration 

was to prove the viability of the new organi sat ion as r apidly 

as possible. There was an urgent need to increase allegiance 

so that national policy could become a reality , and of course 

increased membership was needed to provide the financial 

underpinning . Before registration could t alce place, the 

Memorandum and Articles of Associa tion had to be dra \'m up . 

This produced a number of problems , not least because the 

' Federat ion was anxious not to be seen as in any way comparable 

to trade union combination. Furthermore , whilst they wanted 

to make their a i ms and mode of operation clear privately , 

17. Shipping Federa tion ( Sh. Fed .) iI!inutc n of Cent ral 
Executive Meeting 1 October 1893 p .77 

18. Ibid passi m 
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in order that there could be no question about V'/hRt the 

members were cornmi ttine: themselves to, they were <;oncernccJ. 
I 

to present a public i mage of reasonableness . 

At the meeting, when the draft Memorandum ana. Articles 

were discussed; the i m:!,ortance of 

"seeing exactly that you are a~!'eed as to vvhat you 
want and as to the way in which you j.l1.tend to carry 
out your object s ." (19) 

was emphasised . ~: . 

On the other hand it was r ecogni Sed that a clear state-

ment of t heir intentions would only bring about publi c 

c ensure and. p~ssible legal a ction by t he Uni on s . As 111'. Roche, 

the lr ederation s 01ici tor pointed out 

"t hese ob j ects las set out in this draft r;Iemorand'l..1m 
of Association, and vlhi ch are most properly set out 
in my opinion f or you to cons ider and discu.ss to se e 
if they cover anything you -want to do i n your 
Association - t hese objects wi l l in the registration 
of this Ass ociation have to di sapp ear ; they will not 
have to be reg i s tered ; but you can still have those 
objects as the basis of your operations and you will 
unders t and by other means quite as efficacious , the 
mode in 'lhich you wil l conduct the business of this 
Associa t ion . But if you vall just think f or a moment 
t hat as s oon as you register this a s a Company , 
TIlr. ';{ilson or Ir . Anybody Else can go to Somerset House , 
he can obt a i n a copy of your I1Temorandum of Association 
and i f there be a lega l point which he can ge t hol d of , 
a s f or inst ance t hat thi s COr.1.pany ought not t o have been 
r egi s t ered as a CompruLY under such object s as are stated 
here , you can qui te Understand that that will be readily 
availed of ." ( 20) 

19. Sh . Fed minutes of Proc eedings. 19 Sep"Gember 1893 p. 25 

20 . Ibid p . 24 gnd 25 
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TDo items in the draft made clear the intentiors and general 

method of operation of the Federation vilio ~ould prot ect and 

indernnif~r 8hi novmers ( and others v!.ho may beco"(ne l:1embers ) 

who suffered loss 

"by reason of t he striking , desertion or refusal of 
duty or l abour by any Off icers, Enuineers , Sailors, 
li'i remen, Stevedores , Dockers, Trim'"D.ers or other 
YlorJr..men IJursuant to the rules, directiorlS or 
authori ty of any Trade Union or c orJbin~ltion , hereby 
neces s itating the pro curing maintenance and special 
employment of others in .their s tead." ( 21 ) 

and , ( d ), to 

"Protect, ass ist and support any Manager , Master 
off icer, Engineer, Seaman, Flrel,an or Vlorkman or 
anybody, or class of these persons against the unjust 
or tyrannical action, boycotting , compulsion or 
intimida tion of any Trade Union or Unions or 
Combinat ions or of any of the embers thereof." ( 22 ) 

It is an indication of the founder members ' recognition 

of the need f or circlli spection in stating their aims that in 

the fina l Memorandum , these objects are covered by the clause, 
\ .. 

"(d) to protect and indemnify the members or affiliated 
members thereof aga ins t any loss arising in the 
management of their tra de without their actual privity 
or default, which in the opinion of the Company should, 
in it s interests or in the interests of the trade , be 
made good ." (23) 

These were aims with which even the most moderate shipowner 

21. Ibid p.29 

22 . Ibid p.3l 

23. Memorandum of Association of the Shippine Federation 
Limi ted Clause 3 (d) date 30 September 1890 
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could identify , particul arly in di ff icult ec onomic conditions , 

ano. whi ch coul d. not a.ttract public di s Q.p probat i on . 

CJ.'he :'3 ie;nat orie s to. t he .1ernor andum are perhaps siGnificant 

as a refl e(;tion of those who shap ed. , and we re most c. o", ",,- clt«0. 

t o the f orniation uf tile Federa tion. Of the t en signat ories 1 

t hree wer e from London , f ive from Newcastle , and t he r ematning 

t wo f r om Sunderl and , and all were shipowners who would be 

regarded as militant i n t he i r "'approa ch to l abour mat t ers . 

In order to show the ir seriousness of purpos e, t h e 

Shi ppi ng Feder at ion had t o make a firm ' stand' even before 

its s tructure had been f ul ly s et up . They had to mee t any 

instanc es of Union 'interferenc e ' with €, ,..,,,,l\Lsc;. whenever and 

wherever they occurr ed. 

Laws Vias reque s t ed by the I nt erim COGlr;:l. i ttee 

"to act on the defens ive, but to mai nte.in fr eedom of 
contract whenever a s sailed by any union ." (24) 

The method to be used to i mplement thi s policy was 

traditional, that is when threa tened by unionis ed l abour to 

repla ce it with l abour without union allegiance - i.e., free 

labour. The Federation Vlere prepared to finaJ.'lce the lay up 

of vessels if the situation warr~U1ted it, and it Via s envisaged 

tha t in extreme cases whole fle ets would be made to l a 'j 

up as a maritime equivalent of the . lock out, r ather than owners 
- -

being dictated to by the N.A.S.F.U. However, the question 

of l aying-up vessels appears to have r e ceived more publicity 

24. Sh.Fed. Documents Report 18 to First ~~~ual General 
Meeting 10 r, arch '1891. 
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than wa s war r ant ed by the ac t ual pr epar a t ions f or t hf~ course 

of a ction. It was not an int egr al part of t he policy l a id 

down in the inaugur a l me eting s , nor did it gain t he lUliversaJ_ 

support that i s i mplicit in the pre s s coverage . Ind.eed it is 

extremely unlikely t hat a vlholesale l aying- up could have been 

seriously contemplated ei ther on the grQunds of expenoe or 

the threat it would be t o the apparent unity of the Federation. 

On t he other hand, it did enhance the public i mage of the 

Federation in that it appe ared that they were prepared to 

make a ltruist ic sacrifices in their stand for free l abour 

against the Unions . 

It was the provi s ion of an adequate suppl y of fre e 

l abour that was the i mmedi ate concern of t he Interim 

Committee and the General Manager . Initial ly it was envisaged 

that this l abour would be supplied loca l ly as the re sult of 

Co-operation with existing organi sation3 such as the 

Internationa l Federation of Stewards, Seamen and Firemen, 

and on 6th Septembe~, at the suggestion of 1tt. Roche, Captain 

Lav~ence and Messrs. Pleasance and Abbo t t had an interview 

wi th Laws . (25) 'rhey stated they were on their way to 

Liverpool to establish a branch of their union and had 

brought a copy of their rules for his perusal. They went on 

25. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.1 from General Manager. 
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to say 

"that thei r obj ects were op]Josed t o t hose of t he 
I " , C'" ' ( !'r " 1 ,) U " " I tl d t d 

, : 0 i-:.. . ,) 0 l' • I l s on c nl. on , J.naS::'lucn as 10Y epro c(-~ . e 
any i nterferGnce \'!i th the captai n:::; and ol. f icers of 
v essels or with othi3 r unions or fre e men i n any way. 
'1'hey intend to h8,ve branches a t n1l l ar ge s eaports 
of the Kingdom , ['.nd will shortly be pre] a r ec1 to 
provide men in cases where crews are \'vi thdrmvn by 
Ol'o.er of t he H • .A . S . F . U. delegates . ': ( 2G) 

From the Genera l 11anager ' s report it appear s that he was 

~~ious to get the co-operation of this oreani sation in 

securing a su.pply of free labour as economically as possible . 

The Union , for their part , saw the Federation sup~ort as a 

means of successfully spreading their own net ",ider with 

minimum expense "for themselves. 

"They required s ome assist ance to':/ards t he expenses 
of establishing a branch in Liverpool which had 

hitherto been borne entirely by themselves; they 
were now without funds to work upon and were in want 
of at least £80 to carry the matter through ." ( 27 ) 

Laws obviously felt they would be useful to the Federation 

and so encouraged t hem "to t he extent of the < 80 reQuiredo,,(28) 

However, in doing so he made it clear, at least in his report, 

that the Federation were not in the business of union warfare , 

or against ~easonable demands. He wrote 

"After hearing what these men had to say I informed -
them that the Shipping Federation could not mix in 
any disputes between ,Trade Unionists; but a s their 
proposal to have branch offi cers for the suppl y of 
' Free Union men ' was in itself rea sonable , I would 
endeavour to get t he support from individual ship­
ovmers to cover travelling expenses", rent of office 
.etc., to make a start with." (29) 

26. Ibid 

27. Ibid ~ 

28. Ibid 

29. Ibid 
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It should be noted that here the emphasis is on co-ordinating 

t he needs of the indi'Ti dua J. shj.povl21e r, who Y/ould w.ee t tLe 

expense of the sources of t he suppl y of free labour , r ather 

than the direct involvement of the Federat ion. 

It i s an i ndica.tion of the ' defens ive ' policy and the 

Federations cles i ::ce not to alienatE; their· potential :nerJbe:c::;llip 

and support that when the I. F . S.S.F. officials suggested they 

could initia te a successful vendetta against Wilson and fo r ce 

him out of his position, Laws reported that 

"In regard to any a ccusation or personalities in 
connection with Wilson, I ViaS most careful to impres s 
upon these men that the Federat ion v!ould not give its 
countenance to anyt hing of the kind , and t hat any 
such occurence would be cert ain to alienate the 
sympathy of the shi po;-mers , with whom I had arranged ." (30) 

Whon Mr. Laws went to Liverpool himself on the 8th 

September, he ensured the activities of the I . F . SeS . F . in 

Liverpool would be under what he regarded as reli able 

surveillance. He arranged that Mr . Cal l aghan of the Seamen ' s 

Benevolent Association would 

"act as agent there and give information with regard ­
to the working of these branches, and also to supply 
the names of any trus t vlo rthy mell 'ho mi ght be entrusted ­
with branches in all the leading seaports." (31) 

Mr. Callaghan stated that "the ' Free Union ' branches had the 

support of his society whidh numbered a large body of seamen." 

By this time the Fede:ration's plan to obtain supplies of 

30. Ibid 

31.· Sh.Fed .. Documents Report No.2 Visit to JJiverpool 
10 September 1890 
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free labour appear s to have undergone s ome modification . 

The reason was that Laws recognised the need f or uniformity 

and , a t least in the ea rly stages , s ome central control , 

especially as there were increasing signs that the unsuper-

vised use of the ' free labour ' organisation mi ght result in 

the Federation being involved in a personal vendetta against 

Wilson. (32) 

The s cheme now proposed was the setting up of Registry 

Offices , specifica lly so tha t seamen and firemen willing to 

work with non-union men could enter their names for employ­

ment and in return would receive a ticket entitling them to 

preference when shipping in Federation ves sels. In t aking 

the ticket the seaman committed himself to the Feder a tion 

rules which were printed on the reverse of the ticket . The 

most i mportant rule was Rule 6 which sta ted 

32 . 

33 . 

"Every seaman, by registering, pledges himself to carry 
out hi s agre ement in a ccordanc e with the Merchant 
Shipping Acts, and to proceed to sea in any vessel 
in which he signs articles , notwithstanding that 
other members of the crew may , or may not, be 
members of any Seamen ' s Union." (33) 

G.J. Hornsby ha d attempted to involve the Shipping 
Federation in a campai gn against J . Havelock Wilson. 
See Sh. Fed. Documents Report No. 2 Ibid and R. C. on 
Labour Group B Vol . II Q14689 - 14697 

Powell L. H. The ShipPin~ Federation, A Hi stofY of the 
First Sixty Years 1890-1 50 ,Shipping Federat10n (1950) 
facing page 5 
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However , the local and practical i mplementat ion of the 

scheme \'las still at this stage to be left in the hands of 

the 'free l abour ' unions . To this end, negotiati.ons 

continued. for t he f ollowi ng fortnight , and resulted in a 

seri es of meetings on t he 19th and 20t h September between 

Devitt ancl Laws ana various - opresentut i es of t he ' free 

l abour' unions . The arrangements made wi th Capt ain Lavvrence 

O:b the 6th were conf irmed and .meetings were he l d with 

Capta in Lemon, rVIr. Stewart of the Amalgamat ed Briti s h 

Seamen's Protection Soci ety and Mr. Linde of t he Ri ggers ' 

Union, with a view to organising a r egi s try in the Th runes 

District. In addition, a proposal t hat Mr. Darby should be 

re sponsible for the Glasgow registry , entirely apart from 

any unions, was cons idered but felt t o be i mpr acticabl e a t 

that time . It was felt it would be 

"more eff i cient and l ess costly t o V' ork i n connect ion 
'pi th the International Federat i on of "iv-hich Dar by wa s 
8J.'1. off icial and other Seamen ' s and Fi remen' s Unions 
which have no coercive tendencies . 1t (34) 

Finally the follo wing were proposed as Free Labour Agents 

under the Federation registry scheme : 

"Messrs. Callaghan , Lemon, Linde, Darby , Lawrence ," 

and they were s a id -to be 

"all opposed to t he New Union Sys tem - and opponents -­
of the coercive policy per s i s t ed in by Wils on, the 
Genera l Secre"taTY -of the Sailers ' --and Fi remen ' s Union- ( JT)~­
which policy t hey de s cribe a s socialistic and self i sh." 

34. Sh.Fed. De~ume.nts Report No .4 on the Regif:try Scheme 
from General Manager 20 September 1890 

35. Ibid . See a lso Saville J. ' Trade Unions and Free Labour : 
the Background to the Taff Vale Deci s ion ' in Ed . Briggs A. 
and Saville J . Essays in Labour Hi s tory Macmillan (1967) 



- 198 -

It was not until l at e October tha t arrangements ~ere 

ma de in Cardiff . Here the OYBanisatj.on utilised ~as the 

AmalgalUa.ted Sealnen ' s and Trade smen I s Uni on of Great :Sri tain 

and Ireland, which was run by the Boa-rding House masters' 

Association f or the pur pose of supply ing free l abour t o 

ves sels. LavIs found the rules sat i sfactory 2nd con3idcrcd 

that "a Regi stry Off ice mi ght be safely entrusted to them. (36) 

In Hull the a t tempts to get the local union involved were less 
.:-

succe ssful . VihilQ. . the Secretary of the Hull Se..6..MQr. ' .5". and 

Marine li'iremen' s Amal gamated As s ociation, repre senting about 

1200 members said 

IIhe thought that most of them would register if they 
were offered preference of employment. 1I ( 37 ) 

he was not approached wi th a view t o f orming the basis 

of the r egistry s cheme in the port . The members of t1:e locaQ 

union were in fact v ery circumspect about the matter \"'ihen the 

subject of registering was put before them two weeks later 

and they agreed that 

"the Secret ary write informi ng them that we cannot 
come to any conclusion without mature deliberation 
but will give it our careful consideration and let 
them know our de cision." ( 38 ) 

36. Sh.Fed. Documents Manager ' s Report No.6 to Executive 
Committee for Genera~ Purposes 29 October 1890-

37. Sh e Fed . Documents ManagerYs Re-port No . 5 to DJ.stric-t- -- ~ -
and General Purposes Committee 18 October 1890 

38. Minute s of the R.S. ri . F . A. A. 4 November 1890 
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The I.1inutes do not refer to the matter c:.g c.:.in .. 

The Feder2.t ion, in facili ta-'cing the settins u!) of the 

Registry Offices , had to take co&,ni s2.nce of legal requirements . 

It was recogni sed t hat, in order to l'GtTJJ.p..rise the position 

of the Registry , the ' free labour ' agents involved must t aJce 

care 

'to pose as agents for -the ovmers or master in that 
case no action could be talcen by the Board of Trade 
under the Merchant ShiP.ping Act . II (39) 

s ince crews could only be supplied under a Board of Trade 

Licence. 

During all the negotiations which took place in Septemb~r 

it is increasingly obvious that t he Federation merely saw 

themse lves as facilit at i ng t he setting up of Regi stry 

Offices for t he supply of free l abour, the idea being tl~~t 

the individual shipo~ner and the men using the s cheme would 

ultimately provide the finance . In the meantime it recognised 

that 

"The co s t of the offices, Registrars and delegates was 
to be supported by the Shi pping Feder ation, during the 
first yea r a t least '." (40) 

39. Sh.Fed. Document s Le~ter to the General Manager dated 
31 October 1890 from the Assistant Secretary 

40. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.4 20 September 1890 
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It i s a credit to Laws ' fore s ight that as early as the 16th 

Septel71ber he real i sed the significanc E: of t he :t-leg i s t r i es 

when he urg ed the 

"e:re at i mportance of t his branch of -;; l1e Scheme" 

on the Executive Council 

"and the ne cessi ty of reasonable expenditure tovtards 
it s establi shment." (41 ) 

It i s worthy of note that the word 'rea sonable' repl a ced 

the more conservative ' s ome moderat e' expenditure when t~e 

report was submitted. ' Laws reiterated the point of the Ib th 

Sept ember by saying 

lithe New Unioni sm has become s o f irml y established that 
without such expense , i t will be difficult to cope 
with ." (42) 

There i s no ext ant de t a iled ~~alysis of the expenditure 

which the setting up of the ' Regi stries involved, but s ome 

examples indicate the degree of economy with which it was 

hope d t hey could be operated. For example, Captain T.Lemon 

of the Amalgamated Briti s h Seamen ' s Protection Society 

"cons idered that the Thames District might be worleed ••• for 

say £6 50 per annum," while Capt a in Lawrence of the 1 . ~' . S . S . F . 

in Sunderland estimated. 

"offices at that port a t £1 5 p . a . Registrar (Boy)12/- p.w. 
delegate 32/- p . w. To be worked in connection with the 
International It'ed.eration 0': Seamen and l<'iremen. Annual 
cost £100 p .a." (43) 

41. Sh.Fed . Document s Report No.3 JHIanager ' s Report to 
Executive Committee for District and General Purposes 
16 Septem'oer 1890 

42. Sh . Fed . Documents Report No.4 op cit 20 September 1890 

43. Ibid 
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In the cnse of the Cardiff Boarding House J'Jasters ' 

Union, they 'Ne re Guffici ently profitable in their dealings 

wi th senmen thg,t they only requj.rec1 t he Federation to ~eet 

the co s t of a clerk ' s s al ary. 

The tota l expenditure was calculated by the Genera l 

Manager f or the seven principa.l shi pping districts to be not 

less than £2000 for the first year. This included 

lithe service s of two travel1ine agents, f or engaging 
free l abour and reporting upon the supply, in 
different ports , but probably t heir services mieht 
be discontinued aft er the first six months ." 

In addition s ome part of £1000 assUJ!1e d to cover the salaries 

of District Con:-ni ttee secretaries, would also have to be put 

against the expenditure on Registry busines s . (44 ) 

The Registry offi ce s were officia lly opened as soon a s 

the negotiat ions in any particul ar port were complet e . In 

som.e cases it was weeks, or even months , before they vere 

functioning eff iciently. 

The setting u.p of the Registry s cheme was not the only 

matter vvhich concerned Laws and the Interim Cornrni tt ee in the 

few weelcs up to the regi stration of the Shippi ng Federa tion. 

They were concerned · to encourage membership , particularly of 

the large companies, and to l ay the groundworlc for the 

District Committees. 

It is not without significance that LaVIS went to the two 

major ports , Liverpool and London, to whip up support f or the 

44. Ibid See a lso Appendi x III 
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Federation in Septeober . I n the case of Live. pool , the 

exi s t cnce since i7 e brt.l2r~{ of t he ji;,nployers ' Lal,)our As:~ociati on 

could \'.'ell pr e-empt ::1:1Y j.nf luence the 2edcr at ion ni ght have , 

and thus endanger the i mpl ementation of a nat ional policy , 

and indeed La ws r eceiv·ed a very lukevlarrn reception . He met 

r epresentatives e£ t he Stee.TJ.l. and S.'liling A::: s oci e;tion end 

appears to have offered them various methods by which they 

could affili a te without offending against thei_ l~les or other 

af f iliations but they "did not seem inclined to adopt any of 

these courses . ,,(45) Mr. Ismay of 'Ihite St ar Line s "did not 

see his way a t present to join in the n 3.!!.le of his company ,,,(46) 

and in all cases Laws was referred to the Employers ' Labcur 

Association . Y/hen he saw Mr. Boumphrey of Cunard , their 

interest 'las mainly a financi a l one; they wanted a re s triction 

on the amount of the call and that the l~le s should ensure 

tha.t members met their full re sponsibility . At this stage 

they did not want to join an association where both the call 

and indemnity could apparently be open ended . Nevertheless 

j.n his Report, Laws stated the visit to be a satisfactory 

one and believed that "in time the Liverpool companies will 

co-operate in the movement.,,(47) 

If the organisation to 'Nhich Laws as devoting his time 

was to succeed , then encouraging co-operation in the early 

45. Sh.F~d . Documents Report No . 2 op cit 10 September 1890 

46 . Ibid 

47. Ibid 
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weeks was vita l to ensure as wide a coverage of membernhip 

as possible . In London it was nece s s8.ry to pcrsu~de thG 

larger liner companies, \'Iho were not members of the P &. I 

clubs, of the advantages of the Federation. The only large 

London company which corm i tted itself to the }:I'ederr tion from 

the first vIas the British I ndi an Stearrrship Company . It was 

only when confront ed with labour militancy in the winter of 

1890/91 that the London companies actually comm.; ttcd themselves. 

An i mportant part of the co-operation rested with the 

district organisation s ince these committee s were the ones 

that would ultimately be responsible for the unquestioning 

implementation of national policy when the conf rontation with 

the unions came. Although it VIas intended t hat the official 

appointment of the cormni ttee was to be left until the fir"'t 

Exe cutive Council was properly elect ed. t hrough the P &. I 

clubs, the Interim Committee were anxious tha"i; the spadework 

should be done before them , and Laws wrote privat ely 

"to influential owners at ea ch l a r ge seaport, aslcing 
them to prepare to elect and return the names of 
owners who are willing to act and with as little 
delay as poss ible." (48 ) 

At the same time, copie s of the draft Memorandum and articles 

had been sent to all the great steamship companies and 

l argely distributed amongst shipo'Nners . However it was 

stated in the Liverpool Journa l of " COIIL1le rCe in September that"' - ' ~-. 

the Federation Via s not gett ing as much support as they had 

anticipated. (49) 

48. Sh.Ped. Documents Report No.3 op cit 16 September 1890 

49. Journal of Commerce 5 September 1890 
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Thus by the time the Shipping Ii ecler2.tion was reeistf~ red 

as a limited coml)any , on 30th Ser;ternber, 1890 , it s structure 

and modus operandi were alrea dy determined. It s a ims at 

this stage Ne re limited to ensuring the fr eedom of eonti. ... act 

of the s hipo'i le r , particularly in his relationship wi t h the 

seaman . Its fO'lmders were motivated by a desire to return 

to what they regarded as the normalcy of the 18808, that is 

where supply and demand determined waees , with perhap s some 

legitimate influ Jnc e from loc al se ar.len ' s organisations, but 

where the right of the shipowner to select his crew as he , 

and he alone, saw fit , was paramount . This equilibrium of 

commercial liberty had been unde rmined by the growth of 

N. A. S. F .U. and the strength it gaine d during the boom ye ars 

when shipowners conceded at l east some of their traditi onal 

attitudes in order that ve ssels might make the tide . As a 

Newcastle shi pQl.mer po inted out at the f irst meeting of the 

Federation 

"a bold front now vlould restore a great de al of the 
power you have lost." (50) 

In order that the rightful ' equilibrium ' could be 

re-established, the plans for the Registry s cheme had be en 

put in motion, the support of the ma jori t y of the P & I 

clubs had be en gained, and a central and dist;rict structure 

affirmed. Therefore, from the 1st October the n ew Exe cutive . 
Council, it s 3 sub-conrmittees and the District Comm.i ttees 

were f aced with the t ask of puttino the plans into ef fe ctive 

50. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 19 September 1890 p . 29 -
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operat ion , a t ask 'shich vias to prove more c omplex than they 

can have anticipated . T.hese cor.1plcxi ties (. r ose not only from 

t he pract i calit i es of achi eving their original limited a i ms , 

but al s o from an i ncrea s i ng re oogni t i on t hat the rec.lity of 

the cont ext; in '.~ hich they '~'Jer8 operating 'Nas no t as t.iwy ilad 

f i rst se en i t . The ef fort s to adapt to t!li s reali sation 

re - shap ed t he Federation . 

Not l ea st of the initia l probl ems was t he f act t hat 

r egistri es did not exi s t in every port . As l at e a s t he 

12th November it wa s r eport ed t hat a lthough 

" s i xt een di st r ict c ommi ttees had be en or gani s ed and had ' 
apPoi nt ed secretaries ~nl~ nino of the principa l 
districts ha d llildert aken t he est abli shment of off i ces 
f or seamen etc., all of which would shortly be in 
worki ng order . " ( 52 ) 

Ther efore , even if shipovvners were lilling to us e f re e l abour, 

t he provision of it mi ght we l l i nvolve transportat i on f r om 

another region . On t he other hand, ev en where reg i s tries 

exi s t ed, the loca l shipowners might well not belong to t he 

Federation, the best example of thi s being Liver pool. Even 

where the owners did belong , it could no t neces sarily be 

assumed that pref erence would in f act be given to Federat ion 

men prepa.red to sail with non- union l abour, as ~o(' ~CA.I'Y\.~le , 
Vn Hul l . Failure in t h i s re spect did, of cours e, undermine 

the very. principl~ on Which the ... Federation ytere making th_eir 

stand. 

52. Sh.Fed. Document s Report No.7 Executive Cou.llcil Meeting 
12 November 1890 
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It was i mp ortant that t hose problems vvcre overcome 

qUi ckl y, s i nce their objectives had been made public and 

i ni t i al success was i mperative . Thi s was becau s e on 

the one ha.."1d it was a met hod of undermining tho N. A. S . F . U. 

membership and on the other t o encourage t he less convinced 

shipowners to join s inc e a unit ed front vras important bot h 

psychologi ca lly and financia l l y . The f irs t move by the 

admini strat i on , aft er the settj.ng up of t he di strict org?...nis-

at i on and t he reg i stry off ices , was t o mak e sur e t hat , a s 

f ar as possible , t he new s cheme was used . It was in this 

re spect t hat the ro l e of t he offi cer and hi s relationshi p 

with the Shippi ng Federat i on a ssumed a new i mport ance . I t 

was t he officers , in particula r the Master , Mate and Chi ef 

Engineer , r at her t han the shipovmer , who ac t ual l y r ecr u j.ted 

t he cre ws , and t hey did not by any means i nvariably pr efe r 

fr ee l abour . As the Se cret ary of the local union pointed 

out when Laws visited Hull i n October 

"the great a cc es s of s trength to Va l son ' s Uni on has 
been caused by t he connivance of t he of f icers and 
engi ne ers when shi pping crews , as t hey gave prefer enc e 
to the New Union men , and de cl ined t he Fre e Labour 
wh enever possible." (53) 

Thi s was a 
threat to t he r egi stry scheme of which apparently ne ither 

the owners nor t he off icia l s were awar e , and the owners 

"a t once gay e ins t ruct i ons t o prevent such action in 
fut ure and r equ es t e a me [ La'\vs] --to have a generar - ---­
no t ice sent to the af f iliated member s warning t hem 
agains t t hi s practice ." ~54) 

53. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.5 op cit 18 Oct ober 1890 

54. Ibid 
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It surprised the shipovmel"s to find that in m2...'\(ing their 

stand against t ,he unions over their ITS<::C.O .1 to employ the 

l abour they chose: they did not in f a et directly recruit th2.t 

l abour . This ,-,{as a mat te r of concern , since onl.y a month 

before they had reason to doubt the loyal t y of s ome of their 

officers in a s '~rike in Aust:calia ~ 55~hey had , hOI'lever , beell. 

re assured at that time both -by telegr~ls from officers in 

Aust r ali a and by an approach ~rom the newly f ormed Federated 

Shipmasters ' Societies ( 56 ) professing community of interest 

with the shi pov,ner over t he threat from or gani sed l abour . A 

sent iment based as much , i n the case of the old profess i onal 

so cieties , on a desire not to l os e influence and members in 

fac e of the movement t ov:ards trade unionism by some of their 

colleagues as a c onc ern f or . the welfare of the shipovmer . 

The question of the unionisation of off i cers and possible 

coercion by the N. A. S. F . U. , particularly under the ausp i ces 

of t he Cert i fi cated Officers ' Union of Great Bri tain and 

Ireland , has been regar de d as an i mportant pr ecipi tat ory 

f actor i n the formation of the Federati on . Thi s i s not· 

55 . Sh. Fed . Mi nutes of Proceedings 19 Sept ember 1890 p . 4 

56 . § hi pping Gazette 19 ~ept cmb~r 1890 . , This fed~ra~ion_ 
comprised the l ,iercant~le r ar~ne Serv~c es Asco c ~at~on 
(founded i n 1857 ); the Shipmasters ' Society (1876) ; _ 
the Briti~h Shi pmast ers ' and Officers ' Protection 
Society (1873); the Scottish Shipmasters ' As s ociation 
(1877 ) a l s o see Fa irplay 26 September 1890 

...... - - -
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supported by the r.rinut es of the i rl8.uc:ura l meetings ; i t is 

mentioned briefly only as a symptom of the general t hreat 
I 

from the New Unions with the possibility of specific action 

by the N. A. S. F.U. in this respect on the Tyne in November . ( 5?) 

The myth of the importance of the offi cers ' union seems to 

have be en perpetuated as a re sult of the evidence which Laws 

gave to the Royal Cormlliss ion in July 1891 , INhere he s2.id the 

es t ablishment of the Shi pping '- Pedera tion was 

" due to the coercion of the s ailors ' union leaders 
wishing to force the masters and officers into the 
other Union CCe.>-t\\;I(.a.1~Cl C ~c:t\ sJ which was cont rolled by 
the s ame body .•. had this no t occurred it would 
not have come into existence ." ( 58 ) 

Whilst undoubtedly the poss ible unionisation of officers 

was symptomatic of the problems the shipowners faced, its 

greatest va lue to the Federa tion was the extent t o which it 

might have engendered public sympathy. 

The Shipping Federation for their part i ssued a circul a r 

encouraging the officers to join "one of the original 

Shipmasters' so cieties ." In ~eptember , the i mportance of 

the officers in respect of the success of the r egistry had 

not been recognised, the concern of the officers and the 

owners was much more in respect of discipline. On the 9th 
I 

57. Conference of Shipowners Association Minutes op cit 
19 August 1890 

58. R.C. on Labour Group B Vol.I op cit Q5096 and 5097 
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September Laws wrote to the secretary of the Shipmasters ' 

SOCiety s aying 

lithe t' ederation owners a re in IJe r fe ct r.·ym pathy with 
t hr 1 osition t~cen up by your s oci ety to re s ist 
tn~u e union membership for officers and v,'ill not 

i LL ingly perrni t their trusted mas ters and off icers 
to become the bondsmen of Trade Union off icial s , 
whose present and threatened actions are subversive 
of discipline , and f r ::u..l&ht VIi th d2.nger to the sc-:curi ty 
of life and propert y a t sea. " 

He went on t o add 

"I have to inform you that any case of coercion or 
intimidation r eport ed to t his offi c e will have 
attention and neither time nor expense will be 
spared to afford adequate protection and indemnity ."( 59 ) 

Followi ng the Australian strike the m~ttcr of disciplin~ 

was re - emphasised , but it was not .ntil the role of the 

off icer in t he recruitment of l abour was recognised that the 

shipowners f ully re al i sed how i mport ant the loyalty of t he 

officers was and how " if it [the registry s chem~ is to 

su cc eed they too must be encourage d to use free l abour ." 

Fina l ly the Federation had t o g et the s eamen to us e the 

Regi s try s cheme and s ee t he advantage of t he t icket if it 

was to have a l ast i ng influ enc e and re s t ore the bal anc e in 

favour of t he shipowner . The shipowners believed that in 

giving preferenc e of employment t o the Regi stry men , this 
I • would provide t he basic attract~on t o t he men using the 

s cheme . Thi s v i ew was , of . course , based on the a ssump t ion 
-

that the competition f or j obs among seamen was such that they 

59. Fairpl ay 12 September 1890 
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\"voulG. readily avail themselves of this preference . The 

officials were aware, however , th:l"t cailling e;:lIj1oymcnt vvas 

not the Ol'lJ.y considerat ion, and that Union pressure would 

be eXGrtcd on any who attempted to u se the "' cherne . 

HAt Shi81ds they stand in the Ga tc-rvay a t which the 
men go in and pos itively intimidnte them . 

"At Hull they have got a place opposite the door of 
the shippine off ice a...1)d they stand a t the windows 
above and look into the shipYl i ng office and watch 
the men . I I (60 ) 

One way of avoiding this intimidation was to s ecure off ic es 

for the Registry away from t he shi ppi ng office 

"as a t that point Free men li/e r e more likely to be 
brought under the inf luence of the Unionists." (61 ) 

There was an early recognition that i t might be advan-

t ageous to establish a Benefit Fund in cormection with the 

Scheme, whi ch would provide . s ome cover f or a ccident or death . 

However , when it was f irst mooted in Oc tober the Assistant 

Manager took the vie .... " that a lthough t he Executive would 

seriously cons i der it, this would not be until 

"the prasent pressure of business afforded an 
opportunity f or di s cuss i ng thi s question. 1I ( 62 ) 

At this stage the setting up of the Scheme i n its origina l 

fo :cm was · t aslt enough without vlidening its scope , ho ever- . 
. ' 

beneficial that mi ght be . 

---- --- ----------------------------_. ------------.-------
60. Sh . Fed . Minut es of Proceedings , 1 October 1890 p . 86 

61 . Ibid p . 85 

62 . Sh . Fed . Documents Letter op cit ' 31 October 1890 
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Even when the. practicali tics of usj ne the s cheme had been 

surilounted and a cre'v obtained thTOUGh t he Re[dstry, sailir:61 

was by no fJeanS certain. The obstacle of the at-\ji t ude of 

organised l abour still had to be overcome . V!hilst shi powners 

undoubtedly expected the intimidation and picke-~ing of crews 

by N. A. S. F .U. members and sympathi f' ers , they seem to have 

been unprepared for the extent ancc tenacity of sJrrnpathetic 

strilces from fell ow waterside ' \'lOrkers , as f or exampl e in 

Leith. On 5th September , a member of the Sailors ' and 

Firemen t S Union had r efused t o sail vii th a non-Uni on chief 

s teward , and t his action had been supported b r the dockers 

and the bloclcing spread . to another vessel of the same company . 

The Federation .reacted by s ending "the requisite authority 

to a member of the Exe cutive Council", and he 

"at once met t he l abour difficulties with such -vi gour 
and determinat ion t hat the vesseln v/e re shortly dis­
charged and loaded by free men ." 

Mr. Barnett Matthews, the Federation ' s Assistant Secretary , 

was a lso in Leith at this time and he reported that 

" a non- un ion crew hc;>.d been obtained . Owner has be en 
obliged to pay his free l abour some thing extra , and 
has also given some gr atuity to the police . I stated 
that the Federat ion could indemnify hi m f or the extra -
expense he has been put to; he anticipates this Vlould 
be no more than £20 or £30. 1t 

When the vessels moved on to Grangemouth, they were again 

blocked and t he Wood Carriers st:r.t.l.ck for a~ month. The ...... ho1e·-· 

incident involving t hree ports and t wo vessel s was estimated 

to have . cost the Federation un er £1 ,. 000 in direct expenses . (63) .. 

63. Sh.Fed. Do cuments Report No. 3 op cit 
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The shipovmers see:ned to fail to undorst ,:md that the 

s oci r-tl chew"1ges , ' particularly i n re f3pe ct of industri al 

relationships , (64) which had brought thejj1 to~ether in the 

Federation, had also encoura.ged a permanent movement t o 

national sol idarity amongst o!'ganised 1 9.bou~r. folIo '.ri T1 g t he 

Great Dock s trike . A movement whi ch as given further 

i mpetu s in the case of the \'Vaters i de workers by the very 

fact tha t the shipowners had organise d themselves to deal 

nationally "'lith l abour mat ters. The Federation did not 

appr ecia te that, in f orming their association , they had so 

altered the context in which they had to operate tha t furthe r 

adaptations would have to be made on both sides . For 

exampl e , the Dockers Record saw it 

"as a stirnulant urging on the workers to the n ecessity 
of perfecting t heir organisation." (65) 

Whil st Havelock Wi lson stated in August 

"In the f irst pl ace I do not 1001 with any alar!1l on 
the formation of a Uni on among shi povmers . I hav e 
been expecting it for some time past, ••• that the 
shipowners woul d in course of time follow our example 
and f orm a combination of their own. They will in no 
way injure our interests by s o doing." ( 66 ) 

64. Most obviously manifest in the setting up of the 
Royal Commission on Labour 21 April 1891 

65. As quoted in Shi~pil~ Gazette 24 October 1890 

66. Sunderland. Daily Echo 23 August 1890 
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By late October he had modified tbie view, 

"orving to the eff ort s beine nade by the ederation of 
Shipo'.'iners , it i s abs olute l y ne ccosarJ" t h8.t we shoul d 
take prompt action to dons o1idate Oll r f orces .. n ( G7) 

A concre t e manifestation of t his v,'as the format ion of tho 

Federa tion of Trade and Labcur Unions connected with Shipping , and I 
whi l s t it did not f ormally come into being until J anuar-y 1s t, 

1891, it was a ctively discussed and orga...l1.i sed through t he 

autumn of 1890 . 

Fac ed with intimidation, di sruption and sympathetic ' 

strikes, the shipowners turned ins tinctively to traditional 

solutions. They attempted to stri ctly enforce and ro-inforc~ 

the employer/employe e relationship as defined in t he .1erchant 

Shipping Acts . This wa s to be achieved in tv/o ways , firstly 

by a dopting a punitive approach to the l aw as it stood and 

secondly by endeavoufing to manipulate the l aw t o their 

advantage . There seems little reason to doubt their intention 

to turn to t he l aw at every opportuni tjT, since wi t hin one 

month of formal existence the Legal and Indemnity Committee 

reported that 

"Four prosecutions f or coercion and/or threats have 
been agre'cd to and are pending ••• four prosecutions 
for refusal of duty have also been ordered and have 
r esulted in com,'li ttals for one month in ea ch case ." 

I 

In a further case, the Federation agreed to pay a third of 

the cost s .. (~8 ) 

&. 

67. Seafaring 8 Novembe r 1890 

68. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.8 of the Execu,tive' Committee 
Legal and Indemnity 12 November 1890 -

-, I 
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It was also felt t hat in regard to de s ertion 

"The pr esent }J1J..!1.i._.hE".en t i s totally in8.o.cquate your 
C0l2T:1i t t ce 8ugr;ent t hat tern 8 of c::ercei-:J.ent be arra!1ge cl 
on 8hi .. '8 art icles f or dcserters to forfe i t t he \'mges 
of any subse qucnt. voyaee and t hat the I!iarine Depo.rt­
ment be request ed to circula.t e the na,'11 e8 of deserters 
to all Shi pping Offic es . " ( 69 ) 

Some members did no-',; fe cI it VlaS vior th app:coaclling the Bo ar d 

of Trade for anything other than 

"to go ba ck to the old l aw, under VJhi ch if a mC!Il did 
not join the shi p when t he ship was going to sea you 
could give him in charg e of a polic eman a..'1d hav e him 
run in and give him tViO months impri s onment . " (70) · 

Certa inly the Board of Trade was approached with a 

request that certain legislat ion be amended with a view to 

returning to the status quo of pre-1880 .(71 ) ~ ore i mme di ately 

it was hoped that the Board of Trade Vlould be a.menable t o 

certa ir. adjustment s in the i mplementation of existing 

regulations which Vlould f acilitate the task of the Federation. 

At the first meeting , the vi ew was expressed , end su pported, 

that 

" vii th regard to our present action I thinl-c that there 
are a great many things that we can do with the l aw 
as it is . I think if VIC could get the Board of Trade 
to relax s orne of the regul at ions and work somewhat .­
into the hands of the shipowners a vast deal might be 
done to overcome this ." (72) 

69. Sh. Fed. Documents Report No .7 op cit 

70. She Fed. _ Minu:t~s of Pr .9 ceeding_s_ 12 November 1890 p .19_ 

71. Sh. Fed . Documents Report No.7 op ci t. In respect of 
desertion they did get ba ck to the 'old la~ ' but not 
until 1894 . 

72. Conference of Shipovmers Associations op cit 
19 August 1890 p .40 
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In particular they want ed to be allowed to siGn articles on 

board rather thc:m at the Shipning O.ff ice , to i ssue I,1ore thell 

one se t of articles per vessel penni tting s i gning i1'.L more 

than one pl ace, and f inally to obtain Board of 'rrade JJicences 

for the supply of men for their g.eent s. 

The Federat ion' s campaign to use the law to reassert 

their dominant position in l abour matters was by ;no means 

entirely successful . Their extensive prose cutions whenever 

the opportunity arose did not nec essarily deter the seamen 

from agitation; for example it was reported in November that 

lI a1 though severa l prosecutions for gross bre8.ch of 
duty have been ordered and cO mr:1ittals obtained 

which it was hoped Vlould have a deterrent effect 
y.et crews of 7 years ' standing in the Cork Packet 
Company's fleet have elect ed to spend a month in 
jail, r ather than ,;vork the vessels. 1I (73) 

Similarly, the response from the Board of Trade was not 

the one the shipo~TIers expected, and they were by no means 

always prepared to collude in bending the law. No doubt thi s was 

becaus e they were ccns cious of the increasing influence of 

the trade unions. It must be remembered that by this time 

the seamen's union was represented on the lVIarine Boards , and 

the · Stat e were sufficiently sensitive to the change in the -.-~ _. -

social climate to rec05~ise the ne ed for the representation 

of working men on. Royal Commis s ions, etc. Whilst s i gning on 

board seems to have ' been generally a cc epted it was by- no----
. 
means automat ic, and signing in several places was refused. 

Furthermore, the Board of Trade_ did not always regard the .. __ 

73. Sh. Fed . Documents Report No .7 op" cit----
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free l a bour crews as ac1eo..uat e within the terras of the 

lVierch:m.t Shipping Act . In tho C2.se of provj.<.li!~S licences 

for t he Regi stry offices for sUPll l ying seamen , they were 

adamant and such licences were ' absolut81y r efused . ,( 74 ) 

In 's p i te of th8ir effo rts to get the or-gani satiol1 

functioning successful l y and to re-estabJ.i sh their lega.l 

position, it appears t hat by November the pl ans of the 

Federat i on no longer provided ' a s olution to the problems the 

shipowners found they were fa cing . In part this was becs.use 

the free l abour quest ion was gaining a wider momentum of i ts 

own beyond that of the shipping indus try , and ironically this 

new i mpetus Vias to s ome extent based on the well publi c::..\secl. 

minor victories the Federation had achieved . 

With the es calation of , the problem the Federation came 

under pressure in terms of finance a....'1d unity . The firs t call 

was due on 4th November, and by the 10t h onl y £9657 .1)s .10d 

had been paid on account, a lthough the tot al call of 10. per 

gros s registered ton was due to r ai se £ 20 , 620 . 2s .8d.(75) The 

problem of getting the call in would have been of i mp ortanc e 

under no rmal c ircumstances , but the first few weeks of 

existence had shown. t he shi poviners jus t how potentially 

expensive their s t snd over fre e l a bour mi ght be, making the 

matter of finance a doubly i mportant one. This was illus~!,at_ed __ _ 

~n the anxiety expressed by the Manager to the Cha irman of 

74. Sh. Fed. Minute s of Proceedings op cit 1 October 1890 p.81 

75. Sh.Fed. Documents Report of Fi nance Co~~ittea 
12 November 1890 
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Committees in mid-November over the fact that the fir s t call 

was rapidly being absorbed by heavy Regi s try, Legal and 

Administrative expenses, and the call ha d by no means been 

paid up~ (76) 

The early disputes t .he Fede r ation VJ o.. S i nvolved ill 

showed that obta ining free labour through the Registry 

involved f hidden f costs, the magnitude of .,."hich it was 

difficult to gauge in any particular s ituation. HavinG once 

secured a dequate free labour, it often had to be paid hi gher 

rates of wages, housed 2.nd fed, a s well as having to be 

transported to the point of work and protected once there . 

The difficulties were exacerbated to an unfore seen extent 

because of the unwillingne ss of the Board of Trade to collude 
a s well as by 

in bending the lules the combined oppos ition of or ga:n,ised 

labour. Added to which the Federation did not have, and do 

not seem to have contemplated setting up , ' a comprehensive 

nat ional network of supply . It was only on the 29th October 

that the Cardiff District Committee suggested that there 

should be a 

IIFederation delegate in ea ch port, if poss ible with 
a Board of 'r r a de Licence to supply. II (77) 

76. Sh.Fed . Documents Report to Chairman only from Gener al 
Manager 18 November 1890 See also Appendix III 

77. Sh. I?ed . Documents Report No. 6 op cit 29 October 1890 
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Another early l esson was that di sput es could bec ome 

lenf,thy , especially i n the case of vessels going coa st\"/i3e 

vlhore blockages would follow thGr.:1 frof,t port t o port wi thin 

the U. K. Even i n mino~ ir..c i der!t s t he Federat ion ·,.,e re s cwn 

surpri s ed to f ind how far they mi ght need to go in or der to 

succee d in breal:ing a stri ke . :ii'or example , a smal l co a,8-cer , 

the Davro was att empting to -di s charge its blocke d car go of 

iron ore by free l abour in Li~erpool , when it was cla imed 

that the men were i ntimidated b y union delegates end l a ter 

a c r owd . The Manager , G. A. Laws, was present and he 

tl informed the Owner, that he should have arranged to 
feed the men on board and not let them go out of the 
dock gates . I apprai sed him the Fede r ation would 
allol{{ t he extra expens e and also double pay if 
required f or the next gang , and that I would personally 
se e to police prot ection, and the pro s ecution of the 
de legate , my Executive bein~ determined to discharge 
the ve s sel where she l ay ." (78) 

At a mee ting of the Dis trict Committee the following day it 

was proposed to solve t he problem by shifting the vessel to 

a clo s ed dock, but Laws 

" informed the IIIeeting that the Feder at i on would sooner 
purchase the ste81ller from the OVlllers than a dmit defeat 
in that way ." (7 9) 

In this case the ve ssel that would have had to be purchased 

78. Sh.Fed . Documents Report to Cha irman -only from General " 
Manager 22 Hovember 1890 

7.9. Ibid 
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was only a small coasthlg steamer, but the threat of purcha se 

was indic2,tive of both of the Federat ion ' s d.etermination ~3.!ld 

the ne ed to succe ed . 

The need to succeed and tho expense that this might 

involve vras part of a vicious circle related to the desire 

to achiev8 limited and seoure fina11.c i 8.1 support • Although in 

the case of exi sting member~ , UlLity could be a chieved by . 

disciplining them through their P & I Club membershi p which 

controlled their insurance cover,(80)the f a ilure to get an 

i mmediate response to the First Call he,d highlighted the 

existence of waverers in the r anks . Therefore success was 

i mportant in convincing the waverers, particularly because 

their Call was needed to finance that success in order that 

those still outside the Federation would be a ttra cted to join 

as soon a s the organisation proved its worth .. 

By the time the Shipping Federation was registered, all 

but one of the P & I Associati ons had committed to the 

organisation. The exception was Liverpool ",jhere the shipovmers 

80. For example, both lfr . Furness and Mr. Pinkney , London 
shipowners, v/ere strongly opposed to the Shipping-·- --­
Federation's policy.;: but had to remain members in 
order to obta in insurance through their Protection and 
Indemnity Association. See Sh . Fed . Minutes of 
Proceedings 13 Februa.ry 1891 passim 
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a l ready had a n :2Jnplo;yers t . .' ( ~l )'.. . La b our ASSO C18:Glon. ,l.rllls t 

t he me:!1bo r ship of t h e P & I Clubs was f a irly ea s ily achi eve d , 

t he pr2~c t ic al loya l t y of indi vic1u a l s hil)O 'lmers 'lvaS n ot :3 0 

e a sy to obtain . Thes e i-;].cn obj 0ct cd to their ve ssels be ing 

entered under the umbrella of the P & I Clubs , of Ylhi ch they 

were mer!lbers . The A. G. M. on 12th November a ppe ars t o have 

been ma inly con c erned. with this probl em. Since the on ly' way 

the individual shipowne r 

" could g et out of i tOt. Federa tionJ was by t aking his 
ships out of the P & I Associ at ions , thereby lo s ing 
h i s assurance 

It was recognised 

" vie a re certain to have bla ck she8p and there are 
c e r t a in to be shi pm Jl1.ers who want to get a l l the 
ben efit of t he association vIi thout contributing ." ( 82 ) 

It i s indicative of the extent to which the Federa tion still 
~ 

regarded itself as ".co-ordinat i ng body with i t s p ower bas e as 

the P & I Clubs, that t he solution put f orwa rd by the 

Feder-a tion's solicitor was tha t 

flit mainly rests VIi th the Managers of the Prot ecting 
and Indemnity Associa tions to be st i ff in the back , 
i f they are stiff in the ba ck I t h ink tha t the. 
difficulty \'/ill be got over." (83) 

81. Sh.Fed. Documents Report to Cha irmrul only op cit 
12 November 1890 expressed extreme concern about 
apathy in the Liverp ool District 

82. Sh . Fed; Minutes of f irs t -Annu a l General - Meet'ing----
12 November 1890 p.9 and 10 

83. Ibid 
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Managers obvious ly responded to this idea a s one shipo",me r 

con.firms in .his autobioe r aphy 

liThe c onstitution of the Federation \'/ns f ounded on 
arbi trary lines t,hrough the Protecting and Indemnity 
As sociations . No shi pormer could ge'c prot ection in 
the i\.ssoci 2..tion unle ss he agreed. to join and 8.bide by 
the rules and policy of the Federation Exe cutive and 
i t 3 c o:nmitte e . Some shipovmer chaft at t he idea of 
cO:Jlpul s ion and I VI2.S one of thor.l , but t o j oop:::.rdi ce 
our protection and indemnity was a ri sk too great to 
be undert aken ." (84) 

Some companies , after initially corrunitting thems elves , 

did in f act wi thdraYl suc cessfully sinco they were larg~ . 

enough to be self-insuring . Thomas Wilson of Hull was an 

important case in point. On the other hc'll1d , several of the 

l a r ger comps.nies, particul arly passenger liners , did not 

join the Federation until aft er it had confirmed its viability. 

Whilst these difficulties of finance and unity were 

i mportant in the early days of the or gani sat ion, a t l ea s t 

they Vle re internal to the industry and in tha t sense the 

Federation could have s ome direct i nfluence in their solution. 

However, as it became obvious that success in any 

dispute involved them in more than merely ensuring t he supply­

of orews , and the ful filment of t he shipovmers obligat ions 

where it applied to loa d and unload ves ~els, external 

co-operation and poss ible financi al Gupport became ess ential . 

There seems little doubt that they pressured allied employers, 

such as Dock Boards and Railway companies to actively co-oper-

ate , and they were t aken abaclc to find this was not for.thcoming 

------------- ------------------------------.----------
. 84. Runciman Sir W. Before the Mast and After (1926) p.261 
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By mid-November, the Feder ation realised they were involved 

on a f.1 .ch vrider ba si:J than mere y overc Ol:ting the influence 

of the N. A. S. F.U.; they faced an 

"altered labour problem • .• bec ause it is no longe r a 
question of the Shipovmer:3 t aking their f air share 
of the re sp ons ibility to upheld ' libert y of co~t:act', 
by obtaining free cre'.'lS and. free Steved.ore l abo:1!' to 
loa d or dischar ge their vessels. This duty was a t 
once r ecognised by the Executive; and carried out by 
prompt act ion and liberal expenditure, in such a way 
that Federat ion Ovmers now s t snd in the position of 
being able to perform the part that co~nercial usaee 
require s of them. 

But the Federation is now asked and exp ected to 
find free l abour to meet the r equi r ements of Dock and 
Railway Companies whose l abourers refus e to \'lork at 
'Vessels which have been loaded at Ports where Free 
Labour is employed . 

I may say at once that the Federa t i on 'as constit­
uted has not the power to cope with t his :Jingle handed, 
nor will it be able to r a ise funds to do more than its 
own share of the work . It is true I may spend a good 
de al of money end manage to keep together men to 
dischar ge boycotted s teamers, but t he trouble , delay 
and expense will be altogether out of proport i on to 
the service rendered , unless t he Dock Board , Railway 
Companies and other ei.!lployers are ready to join in 
and accept their full share of responsibility in the 
matter." (85) 

The origina l ' defensive ' obj.ecti v es of the Federation were 

proving , in practical application, extremely complex. 

Furthermore , they apparently found themselves not only 

85. Sh.Fed. Documents Report to Chairman only 
18 November 1890 
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dealing with di sputes as they arose , but actively preparing 

"for a pos s ibl 'S struggle, which 2t thG s ame t ime they 
are strivi.ng to avert , by coullter2.cting in every 
l egitimate way the public declarations and c o;:n Olna1;l or~s 
of t he New Unioni s t Agi t ators , Vlho a re straining eve ry 
n erve t to Pederate t!1.e Se amen, Dockers , l,Iiners and 
others , s o as effe ctua l l y t o prevent t he employment 
of Fre e Labol'.r. 

Your CO%'TIi tt8 e do not 1.v5.sh t o d i s e:u.i s e the fact} 
that notwithstanding ev ery effort [consi s tent ':.,ri th . the 
ma intenance of ' Free contract' ] ha s been made t o avoid 
a conflict , the s ituation i s be c OI:ling daily more acute , 
and a serious strike of Seamen and Do ckers in the 
Bristol and Mersey District s may occur a t any time. ' (86 ) 

It is not clear on what grounds the Federation f oresaw 

a major confrontation such as is hinted at in the Committee 

Reports during October and early Hovember. Apar-c from the 

minor incidents already discussed , and which we r e not in 

themselves unusual, no evidence exi s ts of what The Time s 

referred to in October as rul 'Imp ending Crisis.,(87) The main 

source of this crisis seems to have been Th e Times itself. 

Their series of art icles "The Shipping Crisis ll provided . 

excellent propaganda for the Shipping Federation, at a time 

when they were endeavouring to a chieve their ends without 

alienating public opinion, a f a ctor of growing i mportance 

in the social climate of 1890. It is impos s ible to say 

whether the articles did in fact emanate from the Federation, 

but the industry seems to have accepted their validity with 

little regard to the evidence around them. 

86. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.7 op cit_. __ _ 

87. The Times 21 October l8go 
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~~he II . A. S. li' . U. in this peri.od a cted i n 110 W2:.y Vihich 

\'lCul d suecest they were ' :=.})oil j.ng for a fight ·. To the 

c ont r a ry , after ini tially v:elcoming thl? Federation, Have lock 

Wilson wa s car eful to point out to hi s me.:nbe r s that t hey 

should be c irctuuspect. In a manife s to entitled 

'Steady Boys St eady ! A Word of Warning ', he inotru d ;ed 

officers and members to be -

"careful of their movements - not to s trike the iron 
till it is hot , and to ca r efully weigh up the ' 
consequences and surro~U1dines of t he ca se before 
any action is tal{en." ( 88 ) 

There was no indication of any national policy of 

counteraction over free l abour by the Union , Q. Q.('l ~o- ~ 

·Lde..~ ~ " o.- (....Jc~leA-~\d€.. ~oc~ei'~ .) ~e.d..e.I'o-.~~" ~ ~c...\~~ot 

O-A 'j \.se.-t\:.\.R. t.-.:) 00..\ J,. ~ ~ "'"' c.. ~ 0 (' ~ t\ ~ OM 01. ~ ~~ 

had learned from previ ous experience that their success would 

largely depend on the co-oper ation of the dockers. At th~ 

stage, the Federation of Seamen and waterside workers had 

only be en mooted and was not in formal existence, and Wilson 

recogni sed that the waterside unions 

"owing to the strikes during the past t welve months, 
are financially in a weak position, and , in the event 
of any general strike t aking place the burden of the 
battle would be on the shoulders of the seamen and 
firemen." (89) 

88. Seafaring 4 October -1890-- --

89. Ibid 
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The branches appear to have taken t his 2.dvice and merel y 

act ed by using boycott tactics where they felt there ":o.s s ome 

infr ing ement of normal custom and pr actic8 1 such as s i ening 

on boar d on the spe cific shi pment of free labour crews . It 
, 

vv'as under oi 1:'Cl)I'1st f'mces of this kinO. that the Wn de •. !'ffiS 

Manifesto was issued on 3rd De c ember, 1890 . This a ct ion 

a ro s e out of a prolonged demar cati on di oput e. which had 

re sulted in s eamen and firemen being s i gned on boaTd. Once 

the di spute was s ettled the N. A.S.P.U. v'lere able to gain the 

support of the Unit ed Labour Council of the Port of London 

for a boycott of the companie s concerned. It is significant -

to no t e that the N~ A .S. F .U. did not act against s i gning on 

board, although thi s continued for s ome t wo months, until 

they had the support of the . other waters ide unions , nor did 

they see it a s a ma jor conflict. The London District 

Secretary, Mr. ;a18h, stated lIthe:\; there i s no intention to 

initiate a big strike . u (90 ) 

The manifesto stated tha t as certain 

lIshipowners of London having broken through the cus tom­
of shipping their CreYlS a t properl y cons tituted Shipping 
Offices, and decided to sign on Board to the detriment 
of unions generally," 

the United Labour Council called upon its members to 

l1abstain from doing any work either directly or ­
indirectly that \,'1il1 conduce to the s ailing of 
vess els until the ovrners g ive an 'L.U1ae'rtaldng- t'o- -- ­
use the Shipping Off ices and sign no other than 
members of the N. A. S.F.U. 1t (91) 

90. Ibid 13 December 1890--

91. R.C. on Labour Group B Vol.I op cit Appendix XIIr- --
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The response from other l.!..n ions was disappointing partly 

bec 2,u s e the dockers were not af f iliated to the United Labour 

Council, and only three branches of the stevedores' union 

were members and they did not t ake part. The most important 

grou};) who did support the seamen was th8 coal port8rs who 

bunkered the ves :.:; els and a boycott was successfully initiated 

on 5th December . Of the t hi'ee companie s affect ed by the 

boycott, only one, British India , was a member of the 

Federat ion. 

Counter m~nifestos were issued i mmediately by Mess rs. 
(92 ) 

Gray, Dawes and Co., (Briti sh India Company ) and the · 

Federation declaring their intention t o insist on their right 

to employ free labour. The Shipping Federation, in their 

' Notice to Seamen' clearly put the onus for the decision to 

sign on board on to the men themselves, cla i ming they vlOuld, 

under the sru~ction of the Board of Trade 

"continue to engage crews on board their vess els until 
a better spirit preva ils, so that engagements may be 
re sulIled at the usual office s with safety and 
convenience." (93) 

The matter was confined to the Albert Dock and as has 

been stated, it appears that only the British India Steam-

Navigation Company was a member of the Shipping Federation. 

The evidence of company membership at this stage is unclear --

92. Ibid Appendix XXXI 

93. Ibid Appendix XIV 
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since only the lists of P & I Clubs are .. ~xt ant . 

involved 
~f the other t vlO companies , " the He'll Ze o.l and Shipping COilll) ,smy 

and f,Iessrs. Sho,'.'! Snvill and do. , it was t he l a t t er which shawed 

s ome interest i n the early stages of the fOWldation of the 

J:I'ed erat i on , it does not seem t o have been clearly cOr.1I.li t ted 

a t this f3 t age . ( 94 ) 

I n s pi t e of t he Federation ' s limited involvement, 

officia l s were qu i ck to act i n t h i s disput e al though it did 

not fall di re ct ly wi t hin their purvi ew as set out i n their 

Articl es of Ass ocia tion. The boycot t was not the r esult of 

"any cours e of conduct adopt ed at t he r equest of the 
Executive Council, or Di s trict Cormni ttee . ,, ( Article 29) 

which a lone gave t he right t o indenu~ity. But i nasmuch a s 

the Owners were entirely wit hin their l egal r ights in s i gning 

crews on board, the Executive a t onc e re cogni s ed 

"the duty of assist ing them to procure l abour f or 
CO 2-ling the vessels affected." 

This nicely worded justificat ion of thei r quick r esponse to 

the boycott suggests t he Federation, and certainly the 

Manager, G. Laws, were anxious that they should make a clear -----. 

stand on free l abour at every opportunity irrespective of 

their direct involvement . Furthermore, where possible they 
I 

94. Fa irpl ay ', 21 -November r 890· statea thcft - Shaw- Savil1-
ha d given its a dhesion to the Fede,ration, - .... . 

" 
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wanted the kudos of any victory to accrue to them, not 

lea s t to achi eve the gr eater unity t hB t r e.s becoming so 

es s ential . 

Undel" the regulatj_ons of the Federation , the normal 

procedure would have been for the District Comm.ittee t o 

hana.le thi s dispute . Hov/e7er, no such COiflIil i tt€ c ha d been 

set up for the Thames region; indeed the Di strict was 

not defined until mid- November, and the matter was left in 

the hands of the Manager . 

Becau se t he stevedores were at first undecided whether 

to support the United Labour Council, Lm s felt it v.,ras 

publicly 

"prudent to give the coa l porters all the Vleek to 
recons ider the matter , before commencing to replace 
them." (95) 

Pre sumably in the hope that, if the stevedores did not 

support the boycott, the coal porters would g o back to worlc 

leaving the seamen isolated. In spite of this apparently 

reasonab~ approach 

"No time , however, was lost as steps were t aken to 
provide a depot ship, and arrange for free l c::oour~ ­
to complete the coaling of ve ssels in the Albert Dock 
if required. After some difficulty effective police 
arrangements were made to protect the free labourers 
and on Saturday 16th a sufficient number v,rere brought 
into the docks, and todged on board the Arawa ." (96) 

This illustrates that the problem in a port like London was 

95. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No.12 The Thames Shipping 
District 23 December 1890 · 

96. Ibid 
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not s o much securing t he free l abour but t he securing of 

.effecti~lt:;. dock policc protection s o that the l Cl.b01. r could 

be u s ed . The coa ling of t he st eruners com.menced on the 18th 

and by t he end of t he f i rst Vleek 10 0 f r ee J.abour c:?:s , includi ng 

20 sailors ana fil~e illen , \i"e:ce empl oyed . During '(ihi s tir:1G 

the ' Scot l an d ' was s et up a s a depot ship, pr esumably on a 

t lu'ee month chart er , sinc e the f ree l abour was employed for 

three months on permanent wages . 

The firm a ction t a.1.cen by Laws was ini tially effe ctive 

and by 23rd December he was able to ma.l{e a r eport to the 

Federe.tion Conmi ttee stating that 

lithe ' Wades Ar ms ' Labour Council is r epor ted to have 
wi thdravvn the Manifes to , after all the Tr ades, except 
the Coal Porters, had gone in, and the l atter bo dy are 
now willine t o resume work , if allowed to do so . 

Sugges t ed tenns for t h e Co al Port er s re swaing 
work are herewith subm.i tted for consideration of the 
Thrones Distric t Committee." (97) 

At thi s point Laws handed the matter over to the newly 

appointed Committee, but t hey appea r to have mishandled 

the situation since the dispute was not completely settl ed 

and agit ation continued.·--· 

There are t wo pos s ible reasons why this was t he case. 

Firstly, having set up a semi-permanent coaling s;yrstem the 
I 

Federation was anxious to work out their thre e month contract 

with depo~ _~l~ip . and_ 1lleI! ... _ ~l-s_o _t he __ 9-~_vB:.ntage._ o( having . .§. __ • _ __ _ _ 

IJermanently organised Federat ion system of l abour was 

97. Ibid--. 
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r ecognised very early by Laws i'rho provis ionally negot i at ed 

8. t hree yea r c ont r a ct on thi s bnsis bcfo:!'~ 8 11,_ nding over to 

the TharJes Di stri ct Committee . This 'ivas , of cours e , a 

threat to the coal por te r s r which may h o.ye j eopardise d 

their f ull return to work , and to t he seamen ' 'I'ho would hav e 

oeen de priv ed of a valuable boycot t rve ap on . Furt hermore , 

t he private c oa l i ng contracto r s seeme d unwi l1ine t o counten-

ance such a monopoly situat io~ and put f or ward lower r ates 

per t o~. Thi s undermined t h e chance of any unity among the 

shipowner s who obviously '{lant ed to t ake advant age of the 

lowe r tenders . This cau sed t he Federat i on to r econsider 

their commitment to the port of London. In a Manager's 

Report on the 3rd J anuary, it was s t at ed t ha t unles s the 

shipovmers constantly u s ing the Alber t Do ck cons i s tently 

used free l abour or men at the Genera l Labour t erms , the 

Executive Committee would have to ~o ba ck on t heir arrangement . 

In addition to t hi s threat of permanent coaling 

encouraging agitation, the firm line ad.opted by Laws "vas 

not taken up by- the Dis trict Committe e . Thi s committee was 

the subject of s ome diss ension ar!longst the Federation members 

and seems to have been used by the Vice-Chairman of the 

Federation, Thomas Scrutton , to set up a personal power base 

wi thin the port.(98) 

98. see Fairplay December 1890, <.Tanuary B-n.d February 1891---- - - . 
passim 
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The l ack of unity which re sulted in London s oon became 

obviou s as Fairplay pointed out on 2nd J a nuary 

"Th e 11l2.:a.ner in v!hich i t [Ff~ dcrat ioru i s conducted is 
all entire a bnegation of' ;>Ghe ordinary rule s vlhich 
govern a well conducted busine s s . Applications are 
made al most daily to this , that or the other member 
of the Commi ttee . These 8.pplica1i1.ons p.r e enterta i ned 
and the gp.ntlemen a pply to oct on hie ovm i nit i a t ive, 
wri tes what he thinks in his own name 2J.ld s ays what 
he pleases ." (99 ) 

Not a situation which was lil<ely to brine t he London dispute 

to the speedy conclusion that , under Laws ' firm action, 

seemed inevitable . 

There is no doubt the boycott in London, and it s outcome , 

would have been much more serious for the Federation ha d the 

dockers and stevedores supported the N. A. S. F .• U. and the 

boycott. This was indeed the case in Hull when just prior 

to Chris t ma s , 1890 the dockers did suppoJ:'t the Hull branch 

of the N. A.S. F .U. i n the blocking of the ' Mary Arming ' which 

carried a Federation crew. When free l abour Vias i mported 

from Liverpooi, the dockers responded. by blocking a further 

eight vessels . The reaction was totally unexpected by the 

Shipping Federation, no doubt based. on thei r London exp erience 

and the local press reported that it had 

It come upon the O\Vl1erS like a thundercl ap as such 
an extreme step was considered highly i mprobable."(lOO) 

99. Fairplay 2 January 1891 

100. Hull News 18 November 1890 
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The position was particularly difficult for the 

Federation s i nce the ovmers i n Hull , espec i2.1ly Thoman Wilson , 
I 

were not as c01:lYili tted to free l abour as t heir c01lengues in 

other ports would have wi shed . Not only did they have a 

speci.a l relati onshi p 'Ii th the l ocal union , but l at er they 

were publicly to declare that they would only ship UY.'.ion 

men , and they le f t the 17ederat i on in 1891 . Irhi8 resulted in 

the Federation being unable to· operate in Hull successfully 

f or the next two years. 

This failure in Hull must have increased the concern' 

over the behaviour of the committee in London, and the 

threat to united action. Thi s Vias particularly s o when a t 

the end of J anuary , the doclcers and steyedores began to 

consider becoming involved in the agita tion in London. 

"Throughout the month of January 1891 the N. A. S.F . U. 
ha d continued to attemnt to block shins in the 
Thames but with little- support or success ." 

The Federation for their part helping to ensure f a ilure by 

incurring considerable expense 

"for prosecutions , ' and for Police I-'rotection , and 
from the 22nd to the end of the month, partial 
strikes of Stevedores and Dockers occurred , but 
eventually the itletropoli t an Police were induced t o 
ta1{e charge of the Docks, after \'ihich it became 
pos s ible to employ free l abour with s afety .1I (101) 

Whilst police action brought an immediate lull, it did 

nothing to re store calm among the Ylaterside worl:ers. If 

101. ' Sh.Fed. Documents manager's Report No.lB . 
10 March IB91 
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anything , the u se of the r,Tetropoli t an Police and the continue d 

presence of free l abour , against whi ch there had already been 

partial strikes by the docl<:c rs and stevedores , co.used the 

s i t u ati on to dete riorate . By 27th J anuary , v: hen the stevedores 

sent a deputat ion to the District Co:nmitt ee it v'as the 

Federation's view that a genera l s trike was contempl ated. 

Before any further s teps were t aken 11¥ the , ... nions in 

London the N. A. S. F .U. shi f ted t he action to Cardiff , althou~h 

this seems to have been a local branch de ci s ion r ather than 

a national one. Laws regarded this, quite rightly, as 

"Another fatal error of ••• the Union l eaders, ,in 
attacking Cardiff , where t he firm and di gnified 
decla r ation of the Bute authorities 'that l abour in 
the docks should be fre e ', at once steadied all 
waverers , and gave a mora l tone to the pos ition' 
assumed by the employers ." (102) , 

In view of the intransigent a ttitude towards t he Union of 

both the loca l dock employers and the shipowners since the 

previous August , it is difficult to understand why the 

N. A. S . F . U. ' acted as it did in Cardiff . 

It may well be , however , that the local branch felt that 

its influence was being severely vndermined and they had 

to make some sort of stand. Certainly the arrangements-

the Federation had made with the Boarding House Masters seem 

102 . I bi d 
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to have been especi ally effect ive. In November 1890 

Have lock Wilson h2.d been caused to write to the So ~ret2.ry 

of the North of Eng-1 Clnd Ass ocia t ion concerr..ing his r ecent 

visit to C~rdiff 

"I have returned from Ca rdiff Vlhe re vie hQVC been 
strengt hening our f orces be cauc e i.f lef t to them­
se lve s t he Boar ding hlasters Uni on t.here, wi th the 
a id of the shipovmers vlould be able to nuke terrible 
inroa ds on our men and it appears that they intend 
to declare war very soon and once they set the ball 
rolling there is no kno wing where i t \',ill stop . So 
I shall strongly advise you to be prepared . " (103) 

This was confirmed in the follo wing J anuQry by the 

Genera l Manager of the Federation in the claim that the 

Shi pping Federation had achieved 150 free crews in the 

Bristol Channel . (104 ) It would app ear , therefore, that unless 

f irm a ction was ' t ru{en by the Union in Cardiff f airly quickly 

t heir position Ylould be completely undermined . They did 

act as s oon as they were assured of the organi sed support of 

t he other waterside workers ' unions . This came at the very 

beginning of February when the Federation of Trade and Labour 

Unions began to operate in the port . Their first united 

action was on 4th February , when they blo cked the S . S. 

Glengelder, v/hich wa.s f ound to have a Federation crew aboard. ._ 

The blocki ng was a chieved qy t he coal tippers refus ing to 

pl a ce any more cargo in her and putting up the sho ots .(105) 

. 
103. Sout h Wal es Dail y News 6 November 18go 

104. Fairpl ay 9 January 1891.---

105. Sh. Fed. Document s Report No.14 Car dif f Stri ke 
6 Februar y 1891 - -, .. 
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The Bute Dock CompcmJr responded i mmedi ate ly 1);), ins t-

ituting 10[1;2.1 proc eedi ngs 8.[[o..inst the stx tip) eT3 for breacl 

of contra ct . The f 'J1101,'ling clay , throe more s te2.lners wc re 

blocked by the Fe der~ted Unions who then att e~pted to 

ncgotia te a settlement . Thi s a t"';:; ellipt v;as treat eO. 'i, i th 

complete indifference by the mru18-Bement 8.nd a total s toppage 

of coal loading ensue d except on the r ailway tips b ecause 

the yessels there were manned by union creWG . 

By the time the general s toppage had occurred , Laws 

had arrived in Cardiff , presl~ably to make sure tha t the 

or ganisation was adequate and that the policy of' the 

Exe cutive Committee would be carried out effectively . Whilst 

there he attended the Di strict Co~nittee meeting , and although 

he thought they were deal ing with the init ial situation 

satisfactorily , h e 

"begge d ol,lvners to r emain firm , and pr epare t o import 
free Sailors and Fireme n if the strike extended . "(106 ) 

Lat er at t he Annual Dinner of t he Shipowners ' Society he 

addr essed the Bristol Channe l Shipo~ners , 

"upon the abs olute ne cessity of remaining loya l t o 
the Executive , in 1,-vhich case their interests would .­
be ful ly pr ot ected ." (107) 

I 

Thi s would seem to illu strate the concern fe l t by Hea d Office 

tha t t he loyalt y of t he Districts to Execut i ve policy could 

by no means be au t omatical ly assumed . 

106. Ibid 

107. Ibid 
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La\vs does not seem to have had the same reservations 

about the Docle Corr,po.nies , a perfectly jus tifiell at tituLle in 

view of the act ions of the Bute Do ck CO!!lPC:l1Y . Before lC 2~vinG 

Cardiff on the 6th, Laws was i nformed by the Dock r.laster that 

he 

the 

would be able to obtain sufficient free l abou r to h3.ve 

tips \'lOrlclng ir: t h3 courSE: of the noxt fe w days. (108 ) 

It was regarde d by many shipow·l1ers . 

"as t he best time for a fight with a view to which 
they have for some months past been a ctively 
preparing . " (lOg) . 

all 

However , to t ake action over f re e l abour , and s o precipitate 

stri ke action was not as altruistic as might fi r st be assumed, 

s ince the shi poltmers obta ined from the Shipping Federation 

"a grant equal to t wo thirds of the demurrage amount. 
They therefore st and to lose l ittle , i f anything , 
personally and , in the pr esent unremunerative 
pos ition of the shipping trade , not a few are said 
to be likely t o find it more profitabl e to l ay u p 
in thi s way than t o continue r unning their steamers .H(llO) 

LaVIS was correct in showing concern about the degree of unity 

which existed amongst the Cardiff shipowners ,~%11eir local 

association stated that 

"certain of their members were not r endering to the 
organi sation that i ndividua l moral support which 
the present crises demand . tI (Ill) 

108 . Ibid 

109. South Wales Daily News 5 February l89r ---··----- -

il0. Ibid 6 February 1891 

Ill . Jou~al of Commerce 12 Febrtlary 1891 .---_ 
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The Federation 1,'.'ere V1..11nerable to such disunity 
it 

particularly rihen fr8ights were l ow 2.nu k 2.ttemptecl to counter-

act disloyalty by isouing <1 circular do.t cd 9th Febrvl.2.ry 

stating that 

"the Protect ing and Indemnity Association be asked to 
amend. their rul es as to pr oviae f or 'Ghe expulsi on at 
any time during t he currency of the policy of the said 
Associa tion of any member who in the opinion of the 
proper ly cOlls tituted shipovmers ' association of the 
cOUlltry, has committed an act tending to weaken or 
frustrate the a i 11S and obj ects of the Shipping 
Federation. II (112) 

As far as the pr2.cti calitie s of de aling with the strike 

were concerned, the Dj.strict Comrni ttee f ollovle d the same 

pattern as J-J ondon . Free l abour was engaged , a shed made 

into barracks for 40 men , and a depot ship , the / Speedwell, 

was brought into u se . By 13th February , LaVIs reported to 

the Exe cutive Council that 33 tips and t hree cranes were i n 

operation but no night work was being undertaken . 'rhe exact 

number appears to be in doubt since four days later the 

loca l pres s claimed only 25 tips were worki ng . (113) '/hat ever 

the exact number was , the strike ha d not brought the port to 

a standstill by any means , as the Unions ha d hoped. They 

had endeavoured to broaden the agitation by 2.pproaching the 

miners and r a ilwaymen on 11th February , but \7i thout success~l14) 
I 

The concerted action by the unions in Ca rdiff was 

112. News of the Week (Cardiff) 14 February 1891 

113. Ibid 21 February 1891 

114. South Wales Daily News 6 March 1891 
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repe2.t ad in London in mid-February. The dockers and 

stevedorG s 1 unions sm; their pos ition of neutro.li.ty in who.t 

they co~sidered a serunen'8 di spute becoming more and more 

untenable. Hence in London lion lOth }<'ebru2..ry 18::;1 the storm 

broke.,,(115 )The storm was, nov/ever, only a p2rtial one~ in 

the sense that it was confined to certain enclosed do cks , and 

although supported by most d.ockers, only a fewstevedores 

came out. The i mportance of the r enevled a ction j.n London 

was in the extent t o which it ~llustrated how dependent the 

seamen were on co-operation with shore vvorkers for any degree 

of success. Secondly, it was a manifestation of the work of 

Clem Ed'wards and his Federation giving vigour to the di s--

pirited dockers ' organisations . .a. manifestation which the 
I 

Shipp i ng Federation underestimated because they were 

conditioned to see all problems in terms of the succe ssful 

development of the N. A. S. F .U. and the personal power of 

Havelock Wilson. An ori entat ion which made it i mpossible 

for them to appre ciate the extent to \'/hich their action 

increasingl y alienated the docke r s and made some kind of 

direct clash with them inevit able. For the shi powners the 

dockers had only tO , be dealt with in terms of their relation­

ship as sympathetic strikers for the N.A. S.F .U. 

At this stage Havelock "Iilson was seen, and indeed 
----.~-

~emained for some , the arch villain, (116) and t he dockers 

merely his a ccomplices. The main aim was seen as the 

115. Lovell J. op cit p.139 -

116. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings. Chairman's introductory 
speech, 13 February 1891 
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destruction of 'r'iilson ' s influence, not only over hi s o'\'m 

membcr~ hi}) , but th8.t of the other v1f',tersicle org:.:mi sat ion:..:, . 

Once tflCl.t could be achieved the Ghip o\'ll1e r~; alJpea~ ed t o fee l 

their victory was cert a in. 

liThe gentleman that is g iYing all the trouble , and 
tha'~ i s :;';Ir . J . R . v'li1son . Ov.r batl:;l e i s wi th the 
Sea.:::ten' s ..lnd Firc]. en ! s Union at present 7 hut i;hrough 
the r equest t ha t t hat Union has made to t he Federated 
so cieties we have a battle ... vi th t he s t evedores and s o 
on , and a lthough it may be t he opinion of thi s me et ing 
t hat ~e should get i nto negotiation with Mr . J. H. Wils on 
I am af r a id t hat until VIC get him to withdraw thc 
i ntimidation to the other societies we are no further 
forward ." (117) 

Thi s statement was made follo wing the informal negotiations 

between the local London Committee Cha i rman , Vice-Chairman, 

Laws and Devitt , which were v ery ill r eceived by the 

Exe cutive Council membership generally on t he grounds that 

the most i mportant person, Wilson , was not present, and that 

negotiat ions should not be part of Federat ion policy in any 

case. The negotiations had come about 'accidentally' in 

that a representative of the l eaders of the newly active 

Federation of waters ide workers had ' fortuitously ' ar r ived 

at the Shipping Federation a t a time when the most concerned 

committee members and offi cials were present. While the 

meeting was explained in these terms to the General Meeting, 

it s eems likely that the visit and subsequent deputation 

might have been at least encouraged . by the officials of _th 

Federation. 

117. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 19 February 1891 p.28 
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In vievl of t he fact t~:::::t there 1/!8. .:..> no Bxecuti v e Council 

policy f31')ecifi cally per:ni tting nee;otiatiol1s 8.nd every 

indication that many members ",'lOuld be agclinst such moves 

it i s diff icult to under..,t and why the l:: i t e Vias flovm at 

this particular t i me . ! t may simply be t hat it was an 

exercis e in public r el ations to show that befo re f i zmer 

policies were adopted , every reasonable chD..nne l had been ' 

tried . More likely it was an~ attempt on the one hand to 

neutralise Clem Edwards and hi s org811i sation and isolate 

Havelock Wilson and the N. A. S. F . U. and so make any conf ron-

tation a clea rly defined one between the Shipping Federation 

and what they regarded as the rea l enemy ; Wilson ' s N. A. S . F . U. 

This was cert a inly the l i ght in v hich it Yla S put by 

the Chairman and the Genera l ?tTanager when justifying their 

action to the Executive Council on 13th February .. I n 

reporting 01\ the discus sion with Cl em Edwards , Devitt said 

" \e t old him our posit i on , and he was considerably 
surprised at some of the statements ;hich we made 
which he found were not in a ccorclance with what 
1'.1:1"' . Wi l son had been stating." (118 ) 

118. Sh. Fed. Mi nut es of Proc eedings 13 February 1891 p.15 
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In endeavouring t o underli ne the apparent lack of unity 

bet~ean the new Federation and the rT.A . S.F . U. Devitt clni~cd 

"Tom lhn..'Yl told TlTr. Vlalsh 11. A. s . F . U . District Secr etary 
t o hi s race tha t he t hought it was a most impr udent 
thing f or him to hctVe put out a cl a i :,l that his union 
YlOuld not sanction the employment of non-unioni sts 
8.nd gave .hi!:: to unde r stc..nd -th3:t tll::: Gcn~r:: 2.. T:::-c'..1cG 
Union '(:ere n'Jt incli ned to Gi ve st.'.ch c:.. :ncnopoly t o 
Mr . :/il son ' s Union or to any othe r Union ." 

-
an.d concluded by sayi ng tha t he believed the men were honest 

and "th~y s poke very fairly ll~ 119 ) A vi ew not shared by the 

vic e- chai r man of t he IJondon Commi t t ee who was a lso present , 

he r egarde d the meeting s i mply as a ' r ed herr ing ', 

"It \las o.one and be ld f or no other purpose whateve r 
than i f possibl e to stop the firm measures t hat you 
a r e cOHllnencing only no\'/ to t aJ..~e . " (120 ) 

This a t t itude was t he prec10mi na \"\t one , the more mili tant 

members sens ed t hat total v ictory could be achieved providing 

the shi povmer s showed only f i rmnes s , any sign of negotiation 

would be regarded a s weakne s s . Certa inly t he t r a des lilion 

l eaders should not be de alt ,vith as t hi s i mplied r ecognitionj 

as one Council member put it, 

119. 

"I say it i s use l ess to negotiate wi th the leaders ; you 
mu st negot i ate \li t h the men, gIld you must not 
negotiat e with them too so on. You nu s t wait until they 
feel the pinch of s t a rvation for t hat i s the only whip 
we have to malce them work . II (121) 

I 

i20. Ibid p.24 

121. Ibid p.74 and 75 
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But ot hers would not COlli1.tenc:mce any f orm of com.:nuni cation 

and indeed threatened to re sign. lor eXUlnpl e , :,r . Davie s 

t he Chairmar. of B and I sta t ed 

"I say t hat l.I there i s to 'be any treating with the 
leaders of the T. U. I ret ire froIa the 1.' ederation. " 

a sentiment t hat met with t he retort 

" so lould eVerY?Ody .,,(123 ) 

In fact , this fee ling was not unanimous ~ B,nd there 

were protest s tha t the measures being ' ,aken were excess ive 

and showed 

" such a spi ri t of animosity prevailing against the 
men, II no", against the 'Lmion men shall I s ay . II (123) 

but the protestations that thi s was not the case are perhaps 

too fulsome to be entirely conYincing . Cer t e.inly they did 

not prevent the f ollowing r~ solution being passed . 

122 . 
123-
124, . 

"That in the opinion of this cOl!lr.littee, with a view to 
fre eing the shipping i ndustry and the country from the 
har ras s ing and tyra!L'I1.ica l regu. l a tiono l a id upon by 
the seamen's and firemen ' s union throughout t he country, 
it is essenti al thB.t the Federation should now ins ist 
on its individual members engaging only such seamen 
and firemen as "iill pledge them selves to \",ror k harmon­
ious ly together by accepting the Federat ion ticket . 
That in order to t he effectua l carrying out of the s e 
regulations , this committee recommend t hat on and aft er 
the 18t h ins t ., no member of the Federation shall employ 
seamen a.l1d firemen who do not hold the Federation t iclcet 
under pen Ity of forfeiting the protection and assistance 
of t he Federation . I 

That this . committee r ecommend t hat the pledge ref erred _ 
to in page 8 of the mani fest o [that i s the pl edge] ' that 
every seaman , by s igning , . pledges him elf - to carry ·out:-.._-_· 
thi s agre ement in accordance with the i' Ierchant Shipping 
Act and to proceed to s ea , etc . shall be t he production 
of the Registration ticket at present in u se by the 
Federation , and which the seamen shall be required t o 
sign . " (124) 

Ibid 
Ibid 
Ibid 
R. C • 

p~29 -
p . 49 
pe37 and 38: For I.anifesto discussed see 

on Labour Group B Vol.l op . cit . Appendix XVI 
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Thu s , in pas Gine; thi s re s olution , t he li'ederation publicly 

dec l a r ed t heir cOlTI .. '11 i t merrt t o fr ee l abour on board ship . I t 

mar ks the end of any pretensions the FGder o.t i on may have had 
. 

of l ibera l a t titude s t Or/a rds l abour ; the mi lit ant s ection 

had su ccessfully moul ded t he policy of t he Fede r a t ion . 

·,'lher ea s six months pre7ious l y , t he mod<::rat e opi nion had , af ter 

discu s sion , s uc cee de d in repl ac i ng t he 'Nor d" tyr2.nni car' 'with 

" \mr ea s onabl e " in r espect of trade union a ctivity , on thi s .. 
occasion "ha r assingl

\ and "t yr annical" are a cc ept ed VI i t hout 

c omment. Furthermore , t he ini t i a l re s olution in September , 

1890 ha d spoken of the c ombination~ lfor the purpose of 

prot ecting the intere st~ of shi po\'mer s " (my italics) wherea s 

in t hi s ins t ance the concern is with rights , al beit l egal 

ones. 

The Res ol ution was a re c ognition of the f act t ha t the 

no rmality to which t hey hop ed to return could only be 

achieved by insti tut ionalis ing what they regar ded as fundarn·-

enta l to t hat fre edom of contra ct. They s tated their rights 

wi thin the 1m'] to 2.ct"a s they may thin..lc fi til without cons id'" 

eration presumably of the l' rights II of l abour. Labour could 

only be made fre e by constructing a sys tem which deprived 

the seaman of the right to s ail ~lith whom he s aw f it. Finally 

this freedom was to be a chieved by ins i s ting t hat all members 

of the Federation shouia only enga~e free- l abour -u s ing . 

very ',veapon of combination which they s o deplored in the 

men. One of their justificat ions for doing this was stated .. 
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by a member of t he Council as b ei ng be caus e 

dwe are the c..c t ual le8.c.ers of tht' :nen , you cmmo 
hide th~'.t from yoursclvc2 . ':fa are the peopl e to 
look t o." (125 ) 

Pr evious di s cus s ions have tended to s ee in this 

Res olution t he i mportance of the Federa tion ~l icket fr or:1 the 

vie 'll/point of the se amen . In f a.ct , f or t he s ePInen t her e rlR S 

nothing new in the Ticket i~self, since it had be en in use 

since the previous November. .The profound importance of the 

Resolution l ay not in its effect upon the seamen , but in the 

central directive it gave to the shipowner only to emp l oy men 

with a , ticket under threat of central ly i mp osed discipline . 

Thi ,s finally undermin,~ d the idea of an organisation 

co-ordinating the a ctions of aut onomous P & I Clubs , grouped 

into district cornmi ttees , which had been the original basis 

of the Federation. 

l25. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 19 February 1891 p.40 
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/I ~'l e hnve s cotched t h e snp}c c, not ldllcd it ." 
I 

( kacbeth Act III 3c:ii ) 

The declaration of the Federation ticket ensured , in 

the vie w of the Ship~ing Federa tion , that a ma jor confrontation 

Vlould occur with the H. A. 3 . F . U., a confr ontation \l' ieh they 

appear to have anticipa ted earlier and wht ch ironically they 

needed in order to make their vi ctory explicit and l a sting . 

Il {le are about, in t 8.king this step , to join issue with 
;'ITr . 'I''Iil s on. At present t he Seallen ' s and Firemen ' s 
Uni on h~ ve been kep t in tho ba ckground . He ha s put 
f orward all the other unions to f i ght his battle , and 
we come to cl ose qu arters with Wr. Wilson and his 
union direct ly we COu'1l1lence the de ll and f or the ac ceptunce 
of the Federa tion tickets •.• There Jill be no peace 
for u s unt il we hav e thorouf,'hly fouc;ht the Se amen ' s 
and Firemen' s Union and have got the better of them 
as we must do." (1 ) 

There was some alteration in the date of the impl ementation 

of the r esolution . ~hich was finally settled as t he 23rd 

February . The intense battle envisaged did not ensue . 

The cu.rrent strikes in Cardiff and London were undoubt edly 

prolong ed by the introduction of the Ticket , (2) but in the 

main there was no co-ordinated or concentrated opposition on 

the part of the unions . Havelock Wilson publicly 
but 

r a iled against the action of the ship ovmers~no nat ional strike 

was de clared . There were , of cours e , s ome loca l di sputes 

1 . Sh . Fed . :'.hnutes of ro ce e'dings 19 February 1891 p , 94 

2 . See f or deta ils Lovell ~T . Stevedores and Dockers . A 
Study of Trude Unionism in the Port of IJ ondon 1870- 1914 
~acmi11an 1969 -
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particular l y in the Nor th East and i n Aber deen. In the 

l a t te r ca se t hi s was 8 s much aC' ·.inst t he wcw the t i cke t \\'2. 8 

brought i n , as agai ns t t he ticke t it se lf .( ) By mi d Mar ch 

it was conc eded t hat l oca l branches could a ccept 'f icke't..:> 

i f they so de cided ; a cc ept anc e wa s ea s ed by the f a ct that 

in many por t s the preferenc e cl au s e had b een wi thdra"Nn and 

t he vi ew the re f or e wa s 

"when the Shi ppi ng Federntion ticke t wa s s o modi f i ed 
a s no longer to be dang er ous ." ( 4) 

there was n o need f or f urther action . Thi s wa s c ert a i n l y 

the case in Car di ff where t he r es ol ution ending the s t r ike 

made jus t t hi s point. ( 5) 

Ther e was , of cours e , no guar ant ee that t he shipowners ' 

agreement to waive t he pr eference claus e vlould be permanent . 

It i s not possible to make any accurate asses sment of 

the cost of s trikes directly concerned with the de clar ation 

of the Ticket , but the available figures do give s ome idea 

of how astronomical the cost would have been had the 

N. A. S. F .U. response been nationa l r a t he r than limited to a 

fe w ports . For example, the cost in Aberdeen was ' calculated 

t o be £600 and Cardiff £) , 000 , not including indemnity. The 

direct cost of £15,000 in respect of the London strike is 

also worth quoting in this context a lthough it wa s not 

directly related to the Ticket.(6) It i s not poss ible to 

Rlake any accurate extrapola tion from these figure s , but 

they do support t he contention that a "thorough fight" suc h 

as the Federation had envisaged vv'Quld have been extremely 

3. The Da ily Free Pre~ (Aberde en ) 1)-24 March 1891 

4. Se ctf aring 28 March 1891 

5. Ibid 21 ~arch 1891 

6. Sh . Fed. Document z ~lanager ' s Report No .18 to Firs t 
Annual General rreetine 10 i:iarch 1891 
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expensive and pl ,-~. cecl ereat str;J.in on the allcgiar..cc of 

individual ship ovn1ers . 

l~ven though the action of t he Federation can be t ermed 

succ esf3ful in th8.t the u se of the ticket be came general in 

most por t s , it Vias by no mean s universally insi s t ed on by 

owners. ' or eX8mpl e , seRmen shippine in vessels of Furness , 

-the Liberal M.P . we r e never requir ed to produc e Tickets, 

a lthough t he company remained a member of the Ii'edera tion, 

vlhils t the mos t i mportant exception was in the Humber port s . 

In any event , the degr ee of succ ess must be measured 

against t he wider econo:nic s itua tion . If the almos t unit ed 

move to free l abour was achieved against a ba ckground of 

boom in the shipping i ndu"'t ry, when l abour was in demand , 

with concomitant industrial strength , and the owners concerned 

able to re ap t he benefit s of hi gh freights then the success 

of the Federation in its f irst six months would have been 

remarkable. On the other hand, if the ba ckground V1j.thin the 

industry Vias one of declining a ctivity and a fall in freight 

rates, when compli ance with the Federation dictates would 

not have involved great loss in profits for the shipowner, · 

and there would be fe ar of unemployment amongst the seamen , 

then the assessment of the Federati on must be modif ied. 

Previous a cademic research has l aid the emphasis on 
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the strength of tIle employers ' count er 2.t tack 

liThe cu stomary expJ. ::mflt:i.on of '~hc ch~mGe i n t h e 
fort u! es of t l18 11 e\,,, l..'.nions aft er t he ini tinl triU!nphs 
i s t ho return of economi c dcr r eGsion t ~he exp2ns ion 
of tra de ~hich beGan in 1839 ' ~ rote the ~ebb8 , ' pr oved 
to be of but brie f durat i on , and \\'ith t he r oturniJ1[,; 
oontr8.ction of 1892 m:::..ny of t he L.dvcmt o.g es Gained by 
the lage earners were lo st . Under the influences of 
t his check the unskill ed l aboure r s once r ore l arg ely 
foll av>,ay from the Trade Union rCl~ilcs . ' In fact, 
however , mos t of these early s etba cks had occurred 
befor e t he end of 18 90 , and v/ere the r esult not of 
deI)res sion but of a counter atta ck by the employers , 
who l aunched the ir of Iens ive a t the height of a boom 
v"hich continued through 1890 and into 1891." (7) 

Thi s interp r et at ion has been ba sed on an accept ance of 

2. boom in the business cycle which, hovvever , does not appear 

to be val i d in the case of t ho shi pping indus try . 

There are three cr iteri a which can be used to assess tre 

economic climate of the maritime j.ndustry ; these are profits, 

l evel of frei ghts and the amo1...mt of to!1_'12.ge l a i d-up for l ack 
• 

of demand , ~ll fae~ors which would directly relate to the 

employment of seumen. As f a r as prof its are co ncerned, there 

a re no a ccura te or adequate indices from which conclusions 

can be drawn. (8 ) 

Clegg H. A., Fox Al cl.ll and Thompson A. F . A History of 
Briti sh Trade Unions s ince 1889 Vol .l l B8 9-1910 
O. U. p . 1964 p .77 apd 'lB. 

For similar comments see : ' Clegg H. 'The V/ebbs a s Historians 
of Tr ade Unioni m 1874-1894' in Bulletin of ti?-e uociet;z 
f or the Study of Labour Hi s tory } 0.4 ~pring 19b"2 , p . B 

8. See Cairncross A. K. Graph 111 :1 p . 25A above 

-. 



The effect on profi t wa s cert ainly felt by the dock companies 

as a Iondon docl;: j13.nager t Gs tLf i 8d 

"In thc l a8t lEllf of tho ye ~lr 1 390 bllsinc s8 fe ll 
off to B con3ider~blc extent , a nd the dividends 
earusu. r/ere les s than 1);, . " ( 9) 

The best indi cator of prosperity i s the freight rates , 

and as ea rly a s ;,1ay 1890 Angi ers Brothers Ste ar:1 Preight 

r.ionthly Rep ort s t ated 

I' Preiehts s ince our l a st report (April) have 
progressively declined , till they have now re nche d 
as l ow a figure a s during the acute depre ssi on 
experienced. in 1835 and 1\38 6 . " (10 ) 

and by September it was reported that 

tt profi t s are v ery difficult t o malce in any direction , 
even with the che ap new steamers . " (11 ) 

Al l the rep orts from the spring of 1890 make frequent refer-

ence t o the "depressed conditions of the shipping indus t ry" 

or t o the"lack of rea l profit over work expenses .,,(12) These 

observat i ons were made by those in t he indust r y itsel f , a 

fact which woul d perhaps t hrow s ome su spicion on t he ir 

findings , had these no t be en confirmed by l ater r esearchers . 

The Boar d of Trade in 1904 collect ed dat a r egar di ng ocean 

f reight r ate s f or t he period 1884 to 1903,(13) and tho 

9. Royal Commis sion on Labour Minutes of Evidence Group B 
Vol.l (C 6708 ) 1892 Q4856 

10. 6 June 1890 

l~. Ibid 26 September 1890 

1 2. See Angiers Brot her s St eam Freight I/Ionthly Reports 
li'airy1ay 1890 passim and the Shi ppi ng Ga ze t t e 1890 pas sim 

13. Board of Trade Th~ Course of Oc ean Freight s during the 
Past Twenty Year s London 1904 
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'l'ABLlj ifIII: 1 

OCEAN RATES O~ :i?REIGHT IN .... /A~D _~.HD OU'.C ~VARD 

St atement showing t he percentage fluc tuo.t ions 
in meon yearly freight r a tes bet~een th_ United 
Ki ngdom and certa in ports abroa d durine each of 

the years 1884 - 1894 

OCEJ\H FREIGHT HATES 
Year Inward Outward 

1884 121 .7 110 .7 
188 5 106.9 101.0 
1886 98 .0 105 .0 
1887 94 .6 105.6 
1888 107.3 114.0 
1889 125.4 119.2 
1890 102.8 110.5 
1891 104 .4 95., 
1892 84 .3 89 .3 
1893 84.8 82.3 
1894 81.2 78.3 

I 
Source:- Board of Trade 1904 

mean of 

preceding 

columns 

116 .2 

104 .0 

101.5 

100 .1 

110.7 
122 .3 
106.7 
100.0 

86 .8 
83.6 
79.8 
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f ollowing Graph VIII:l, rolated to the deca de 188 4 to 1894 , 

illustrates the level of inward and outward freights . 

1 20 GRAPH VIII:l 
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OCEAN F~IGHTS 188~-1894 

Compiled by the Board of Trade 

Inward Freight Rates 

---,- Outwnrd Freight Rates 

This highlights the contraction from the peak of 1889 in 

both inward and outward freights . This is confirmed in 

Table VIII:l . 

J ames in his study of cyclical fluctuations in the 

industry shows tha-t 

14. 

111889 was considered a record year • •• From 1889 to 
1895 freights fell to something like 60% of their 
former level." (14) 

J ames F . Cyril Cyclical Fluctuations in the Shippin~ 
and Shipbuildin"g 'IildUstr:le-s-~-Uni vers"J.-ty of Philadelphia 
1927 p . 24 
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TABLE VIII : 2 

SHIPPING FREIGHTS &\T EA~~NGS 

1884 - 18q4 

Volurn~ 
Disbursements 

Year Inw¥rd Outward Index of of 'Shipping of foreign 
Freic;hts Freights Freights Shipping Eilrnings' ships in 

Bri ti sh Ports 

(1900 (lQOO (1907 (1907 (1901 (1907 
, ... 100) .. 100) B 100) . ... 100 ) £. a 72.5m) .,. £.lOm) 

1884 122 155 149 45.4 49.0 2.6 

1885 107 138 131 46.0 43 .. 7 2.6 

1886 98 147 128 46.0 42.1 2.5 

108 7 95 156 129 46 .. 7 43.1 2.6 

1888 107 160 140 49 .. 8 50.5 2.7 

1889 125 168 157 ' 53.3 
I 60.7 3.0 

1890 103 165 139 56.4 56.8 3.2 

1891 104 135 129 59.1 55.3 3 .. 4 

1892 84 119 108 60.8 47.6 3.4 

18g3 85 109 I 104 62.5 47.1 3.3 . 
I 

I 
! 

1B94 81 109 I 101 64.6 47.3 3.5 

Source:- Cairr.cross A. K. Home wnd Foreign Investment 1870-1913 p.176 
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Cairncross conf i nns thi s trend in hi s analysis of 

fre ight indice s . (1 5) Hi s figures s1:".1.0\'1 a ri se to a peak of 
I 

157 in 132·9 ['.n.d a f all in 189J to 139 and 129 in the 

f ollowing year (1907 == 100). Ear nines al s o decline as 

i l lus t rated in Table VIII:2 . 

It shoul d be noted that t here i s , in a ddi t ion , s ome 

increa se in the di sbursement of Forei gn Shippine in British 

ports from £3.0 million in 1889 to £3.2 million in 1890 , 

indicating an increas e i n foreign vessels engaged in British 

tra cle , thus putting further pressure on a s l acle British 

shipping l abour market, which, even in the be s t years was 

gro ssly overstocked. (16 ) 

Ca irncr 08s ' s estimates agree with t hose of I sserlis ~17) 

These are concerned mainly with Tramp Rates , a not insign­

ificant section of the British fl eet a t tha t time . The 

major difference between general and tramp rates is that 

the l atter generally rose earlier. Tramp freight index 

(1869 = 100) stood at 65 in 1887 rising to 76 in 1888 , 75 

in 1889 and f a lling in 1890 to 64. 

Taking the discus s ion a step further Isser1is compares 

trade cycle movement with the Tramp freight Index. 

15. 

16. 

"Apart from minor fluctuations during the latter 
period. (1869-1912) the pea}{s have oc curred in 
1873,1881,1888 ,1900,1907 and 1912 . These may be 
compared with the peaks f or trade fluctuations in ~18) 
general given by Pi g ou, 1872 ,1882 ,1890 ,1900 and 1907. 

Ca irncr'oss A. K . Home and Forei,g'n Investment 1817-1913 
Cambridge Univers iti-f'reSs 1953' -

Ibid p.176 
17. 1s8erlis L. 'Tramp 'Shipping Car goes and Freights' 

Journal of ihe Royal St ati stica l Society Vol.lC.l 1938 
18. Ibid p.75 quotine from Pigou A.C. Indu strial Fluctua tions 

(1927) 
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TABIJE VIII : 3 

~"\Hg MEAN AHNUAL OCEAN HA~rgS rta m n T BY --------- . 
S~~ EAl';;SHI J? ON GRAI N, FLOUR , BEEP AIm r ome 

--- - -----
CLASS OP GOODS 

- Gra in Flour " I Beef j Pork 
YEAR· SCALE 

Per bus Per ton Per fierce Per bbl . 
ct s cts cts 

1884 7. 02 ,33 . 05 89 .9 75.4 
1885 6.40 2.76 77.4 59.1 
1886 6. 62 2. 82 77. 9 63.1 
1887 5.04 2.22 63.6 51.6 
1888 5. 28 2. 32 74. 1 52.1 
1889 7. 88 3.33 105.2 76. 4 
1890 4. 94 2. 44 84.4 64.1 
1891 6 . 28 2.73 95.4 63. 1 
1892 5. 22 2. 48 69.6 45.8 
1893 4.70 2. 26 69 .6 49 .1 
1894 3.82 1. 89 58.6 42.3 
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TABLE VIII:4 

FREIGHT FA.CTORS IN THE LO NDON GAZ ' ETTE PRICE 
OF WHBAT PEn QUARTER 1884 - 1894 

(East Coast) South 
Year Baltic Bl ack Sea American American 

Factor Pactor Factor Factor 

1884 3. 6 9.0 6 . 4 -
1885 4 . 9 8.8 6.4 -
1886 3.9 8 . 8 7.1 -
1887 4 .4 10 . 0 5.2 12.7 

1888 9.6 13.5 5.3 12.6 

1889 4.8 12 . 4 8 .7 15.5 

1890 3.5 ' 9 .7 5.0 15.6 
1891 4 .1 9. 6 5.7 16.6 
1892 3. 6 8 . 2 5.6 16.7 
1893 4 .2 10.2 6 .1 14.6 
1894 4.1 11.4 5.7 19 . 2 

Aust r alian 
Factor 

-
-
-

18.2 
18 . 0 
19.2 
22.3 
18 .9 
17 .8 
18 . 2 
24.5 

Source:- Nort h D.'Ocean Fr ei ghts Rat es and Economic 
Deve10ument 1750-19131 in J our nal of Economi c 
History Vol.18 1958 . 
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Thus I s s erlis areues t hat the tramp fre i ght r at e pe8.lc WctS 
pe.o-.I-t. or \4.. 

re a ched t wo years before the busine s s cycle. This 
f'. 

pre-busine ss cycle rnoven 8nt was not confined onl y to the 

tralll1) index , al l oc ean rate s of freight showed si~nilar 

cha r acteristic s . Freight r ates for a particula r trade , 

New York to Liverpool , as compiled by the Board of Trade 

fur ther confirm the ee~rly decline as illus t rated in 

Table VIII:3. Later research by North in one conmodity , 

whe at, over a wider r ange of sources i l lus trat es similar 

t rends from a peak in 1888 or 1889 to a f all in 1890 , as 

shown in Table VIII:4. 

Au stralian prices are the exception, presumably due 

to the seamen's strike there, and. the South Ame rican factor 

rose mar ginally. The remaining trade , t he East Co ast of 

Nneri ca , which is i mport ant to the British oarket fell 

dramat ically. Hence u sing freight rates as an indica tor of 

shipping employment and therefore prosperity, there is 

strong evidence to support the ar gument for the decline 

coming no l ater than the se cond half of 1890. 

The evidence discus sed above has been tTansferred to 

a simple graph (Graph VIII:2). This reaffirms that all 

the indices peak by 1889 and 1890 begins a serious decline 

in shipping activity. The percent age deviator gr aph makes 

the same point. 
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A. Angiers E.A.V. Fifty Year s · of Freights 1861_101q F~irplay London (1120 ) 

B. Isserl is L. ' Tramp Shippi ng Gargoes and Freights ' 
Jour nal of the Royal Stati s tical Society ci (lQ3S ) deviation percentage 
graph is based on this index. 

e~ Cairncross A.K. Home and Foreign Investment 1817-1q13 
Cambridge University Press 1q53 

D. Wickizer V.D . Shipping and Freight Rates in the Overseas Gr~in Trade . 
\~ at Studies of the Food Research Ins titute , Vol XV, No.2 October 11 38 

N.B. based on I sser11s 
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A pr a ctical manifestati on of the f all i n f r eight s was a 

cont r'1ct i on in t h e dem8nd for t onna[!'0 and consequently 

increased l ay-ups as t he Nenc3.ct l e (!orrospondcnt of t he 

Shipping Gazette r eported on 14 June 1890 . 
---------~ 

"There are today more than 24 s teamships l a i d idle 
in the Tyne and Wear and other s are beinp; ordered 
home in ballast in consequenc e of the unremune rative 
nature of t he promp t freight s . One f i rm of ship­
owners ha s four ve ssels l a id i dle and othGrs a 
smaller number. I t i estimated t ha t t he t onnage 
thus employed will be slightly over 20 , 000 . The 
effec t of this i. dlene ss must s oon be felt in tho 
freig ht market , as well as i n the demand for 

seamen. II (19) 

At t he beg i.nning of ).891 it vIas estimated 

lit he num'ber of boa t s l ying up in British port s a t 
1 30, with a carrying capacity of , say , 250 ,000 tons. 
At Christmas there were ••• a ltogether 101 boats . 
Since that date, however , quit e 29 bo§.ts more have 
been wi thdravm from working . I t is expected that the 
proc e s s wil l be c ontinued till. from 300 to 400 boats 
are l aid aside. As fre i ght s arc much below paying 
figures , and can only be f a ced up to any thine like 
a moderate payine s ca le by a v/holesa l e \'1i thdrawal 
of tormago . II (20) . . 

So f a r as the maritime industry i s concerned there is 

no evidence to support the view of Clegg, Fox and Thomp son. 

Furthermore, the evidence discussed above pla ce s the \ ebbs '. 

contention of an economic decline rela ted to the Unions ' 

demise, 18 months to 2 year s earlier than they suggest . 

Thus 

... 

lithe first few months of the Federation ' s existence 
coincided with a turning of the econo;llic tide . II (21) 

19. Sunderland Dai}y- E9ho 1 4 June 1890 . For simila.r 
comments s ee Sl1i pTJ~ng ': 'orld 1 July 1890 .' Receding 
Tide of Prosperity '. 

20 . Fa irpl ay 2 J anuary 1891 
21. '1 ogridge B. Labour Relat ions and Labour Co sts' Chap . XII 

in Sturmey S. G. British Shipping and \'{orld Competition. 

Athlone Pre ss (1962 ) 
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'.rhere can be li t tle doubt that t h i s e;cneral slacking of 

denw.ncl f or shippi ng and therefore seamen, VI 2.::3 a f a ctor 

undcrp i nni ng not only the l [vt ter ' s devcJ.opillCllt , but was 

crucial in the f ormative month of tho ~hipping Federation ' s 

devastating 'at t a ck on t he industrial tra de tmionR . A 

propos ition f inding support in an unexpected Rource , the 

pages of Fa irpl ay March 27th 1091 

"Our f irm conviction i s that i f f reight had been good 
instead of bad , and if shi ps ha d been in demand instead 
of the r ev erse , the Shipping Fe deration vlOu1cl have 
fallen to nieces from the apathy of some of it s members 
and the self seeking of others ." 

i mplying that had economic conditions been more favourable, 

cre ating a demand for l abour and strengthening the union ' s 

position, many shipowne rs would hav e deserted the Shipping 

Federation rather than suffer a loss of profit due to 

industria l strif e. 

The benefit the Federation gained from the economic 

downturn via s not uninterrupted. By the summer of 1891 the 

owners Vlere becomi ng anxious to reduce wages , their normal 

response to a f all in freight rates. Such individual action 

by the shipowners las, however, inhibited by the existence 

of the Shipping Federation and its attempts to regulate the 

labour market. The immediate concern was the effect such 

a ction \"{ould have on the N. A.S. F .U. since a lthough the 

Federation Ticket was now being used extensively, the battle 

to crush the union had not in fact t ru(en place. Even the 

extent of the use of the Ticket is questionable s ince the 
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Report of the General Purposes Co@nittee to the Executive 

COll.nci l s t ates 

'1 ••• the Regi s try syste~ , tho sat isfactory result s 
of which are dai l y becomi ng manifest whcrever full 
support i s given by affilia.teCl. O'vvn8rs. 1I ( 22 ) 

six months after its apparent full implementat ion. The 

apprehensi on of the reviva l of the N.A . S . F . U. appear~d 

justified in the s ame report 

"The position of the N. A. S. F. U. union has a l s o been 
greatly str engthened by the inop:;,;) ortune proposal to 
reduce wages by concerted action , the main re sult of 
which has been to cause a rush of n eVi members and 
subscriptions , and t he payment of arrears by a l arge 
number who had declined further contr i but ions f or 
strike purposes." ( 23) 

There app ear s to be s ome evidence that this was indeed 

the case since the number of member s affili ated to the 

T.D.C. rose to 78, 400 in September 1891. ',;'/hilst the numbers 

themselves may well not be a ccurate , it does indicat e an 

increase of 25 ,000 over the pr evious year, . ( soe Appendix II) 

which at the very l east can be seen as a movement in the 

v~ion's f avour. Neverthele ss , thi s increase in membership , 

probably r esult ing f rom the pr essure to lower wage s was not 

reflected in an increase in agita tion and disputes on the 

part of the seamen. This was no doubt in part due to the 

fact that the Federation were not anxious to press the wages 

question at this time, but partly because of the economic 

s ituati on, and by September 1892 , t he N. A. S. P . U. only 

affil i a ted 20 , 000 oembers to the T.U.C. 

22. Sh . Fed. Do cuments Report of the Gener a l Purposes 
Committee to the Anniversary Weetine; of the Exe cutive 
CO~Ulcil 2 October 1891 

23. Ibid 
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It is diff icult, when lo o]{i ne; a t the period fro m. the 

autumn of 1891 to the s pring of 1893 , to assess the exaet 

influence of the economic situation, as oppoa ed to the long 

term working of the Pederatiol1, or the strength of orgunis-

ation runongst seamen. By late 1891 the li'ederation had 

achieved a permanency and breadth of action not envistiged 

a yca r previously. Registry off ices directly opera ted by 

the Federation functioned on a nationwide basis . A satis-

factory agreement on co-oper ation and co-ordination had been 

r eached with the Employers Labour Associat~on of Liverpool 

by July 1891 and they acted on behalf of the Federation in 

the matter of providing fre e l abour. ( 24 ) Furthermore , s ome 

Di stricts , such as the Thames , had expanded the Registry t o 

a Free Labour office , so tha t there was a virtually permanent 

free labour army which could be ca lled up at a moment ' s 

notice '. ( 25 ) Depot ships and all the paraphef.alia that the 

employment of free l abour involved, could VIi th thc experienc e 

24 . Sh. Fed . Document s Report No . 20 of the Gener~l Purposes 
Committee to the ' xecutive Council 10 July 1891 

25. See f or example Sh . Fed . Documents Report ITo . 2t5 of the 
Genera l Purpos es Committee to the Exe cutive Council 
2 October 1891 . By Jul y 1092 it was statecl that such 
Free Labour offices existed in PIYl~lOuth, Southampton , 
London , Liverpool and Dublin, see Sh . Fed . Documents 
Report No . 31 
See a l s o Appendix IV 
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gai necl in the v:inter of 1390 and early 1891 be put into 

loc ali s ed union aGita tion ~ Ou~cL SUCCGcd 8. 8 it \'.'Ould 

now be me t by the nat ional re ~30urc e 8 of the shi po\'mers , and. 

the economic s ituat ion pl a ced a national Se8L1en ' S strike 

beyond question. 

Quite apart f rom this defensive policy of the Pedera tion , 

the Ticlcet in i tsclf inhibi te ~ both the grc 'v'rt h and maint en-

anc e of the union. The nece ssity of declaring membership 

on t aking the ticket and regi stering f or employment made it 

a point of pr es sure involving pos s ible 10 S8 of employment 

for the individual . For example 1 in Glasgow, a s early a s 

February 1891 , t he firm of George 0:cti th and Son we r e mal,dng 

"everyone sign a declar ation t hat he does not be long t o the 

Union . tt (26) Furthermore , in ' an i ndustry where union 

organi sation wa s di fficult t he existence of an .inhibitant 

such as the Ticket mi ght well disproportionately E\,ffe ct those 

who joined or remained in the Union. 

One way the N. A. S. ?U . might retain membership under 

adverse conditions was in the provision of f riendly benefits. 

The 0~n1ers wer e well aware of t his and , keen to avoid 

inclusion in any Employers Liability Act, instituted a 

Benefit Scheme . It is not really possible to analyse how 

successful the Feder ation Benefit Scheme was in counteracting 

26. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proce edings 13 February 1891 p.4l 
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the friendly benefit attractions of membership of the 

N. A. S. F . U. or retaining men on the Register. ~hen the 

Benefit Scheme \"/8.S first bein,e di s cussed it was tJ.n'cicipated 

tha t ono third of the mon taking the 'ticket would opt for 
( 2'~ ) 

inclusion in the Benefit Scheme. ( The p2yment cn death 

1..Ulder t he Scheme \'.'8.S to be 225 \'.'hi c~ '.V8.S rogo.rded b;;r a 

shipovmer as 

"litt le enough , and if you make it lovvc r you open 
the door to L'Tr . Wilson \'lith :J. riv8.1 scheme. If we 
can, I or s omethine like £15, 000 or £20 ,000, provide 
a recruiting ground f or men s o a s to avoid strikes 
I hold it is che ap ." ( 28 ) 

The Scheme crune into operation on 1s t J anuary 1892 8nd it 

was deemed by one shipo vmer to show 

"tha t the Federat ion and s hipo\'mers generally have s ome 
desire to do s Ol1e t hil1c; f or the seamen ••• alni ds -ti a ll 
t he troubles ••• which we have had to enCO'\.mter s ince 
the Federation came into exist enc e . " ( 29 ) 

he went on to say that in the f i r s t s i x weeks the s cheme 

had IIbeen very l argely t aken advantage of. 1l 

However , it must be remembered that the Benefit Scheme 

was open to all gr a des of seagoing personnel and s o the 

response could not directly be rela ted to the inroa ds it 

might make in N.A.S. F .U. membership . As the Report on the 

27. Sh .Fed. Documents Report No. 2l of the General Purposes 
Committee to the Executive 'Council 10 July 1891 

28. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 2 October 1891 p.40 

29. R.C. on Labour Group B Vol II Q13451 
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first six months o~ it s operation s t ate s 

lI the fir s t <.."l;pp1icants for 'B enefi t :;300k8 v:ere ;:ias t ers 
2.TId Of f ic er s \,,'ho at onc e 8:rnreciateu th8 va lue of 
the sche :zlG ••• but seOJ:len gcno:;:".:-.11y are no \",' becoming 
a live to the benefits ." ( 30 ) 

During this initial period a tot a l of 9178 books had been 

i ssued, repre s enting a t otal Benefi t Risk of £465,848 .( 31 ) 

The danger of the scheme was recognised by the H. A. S. F .U. 

and in South Wale s persistent efforts were made by them to 

ge~ united ac tion with the miners , r a ilwaymen , doclcers and 

others to prevent the i mp1ernentation of the s cheme but 

~ithout succe ss .(32 ) 

In order to facilitate and strengthen the operation of 

the Registry Off ices, t he Shippin~ Federation were ~nxious 

to l egali s e their function as suppliers of seamen . An 

application had been ma de f or Regis t ry Off icials to be 

gr ant ed Board 'of 'r rade Li cence s in April 1891, but this had 

been rejected by t he President of the Board of Trade.(33) 

30. Sh.Fed . Docwnents Report No.4l of the Benefit Fund 
Committee to the Executive Council 

31. Ibid: By April 30 1893 , 20,966 books had been i ssued, 
8,978 to Masters , Officers and Engineers, and 11,988 
to Petty Officers and ivIen, r epresenting a risk of 
£965 ,693. Sh . Fed . Documents Report No.53 31 May 1893. 

32. Sh.Fed. Documents Report No .31 of the General Purposes 
Committee to the Exe cutive Council 8 January 1892 

33. P . R.O. UIT9.428/M2097/1892 Letter da ted 21 April 1891 
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The Department did howeve r agre e to the u s e of 3n indi a 

rubber ~5 t amp beine used to mak8 8.11 i mpression on the 

Article s of Agre 8 '~ e nt, st <.Nti l'le; 

"Every Se al.18.n pl edges himse l f to pro ce ed to s ea in 
the vessel notwithstruldine t hat other members of the 
crew may or may not be members of any s eamen ' s 
union ." (3 4 ) 

There was no objection r a i sed to the inclus ion of this 

clause in all ships ' Articles whi ch , of course , coincide d 

with the implementation of the Ticket. 

When a further deputation of Shipping Federation 

membcrs went to see the Pre s ident of the Board of Trade on 

10 November 1891, they we re told by Si r Micha el Hicks Beach 

that their 

"retsi s try offi cial s would not be prosecutcd for 
supplying se amen under the methods that have been 
hitherto adopted ." ( 35 ) 

As an alternative to the gr anting of Board of Trade licences, 

the deputation suggested amendments should be made to the 

Merchant Shipping Act, 1854, and the President agreed to 

cons ider these but thought 

"the proper course was for the shipowners to bring 
in a Bill dealing with these points." (36) 

34. Ibid se e Letter dated 26 Februa r y 1891 from the 
Shippi ng Federation and 14 April 1891 from the 
mercantile Marine Offic e Newcastle-on-Tyne . 

35. Sh.Fed. Documents Report ·No.31 op cit 8 J anuary 1892 

36. Ibid 
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HovlCver, in view of the cont j.nuing depre:.:;sed stat e of 

mari time a ctivity it vms incree.s in{;J.y the roduction of W2,ee ~"3 

that bec"'mo the centra l i s~::ue i n potontic.l di :Jputos . T:ds 

made it very difficult for t ho Shi pping FoCera tion to 

continue to regard wages as out s ide thei:c purview . It was , 

therefore , i n a dilemma over g iving a id to members in such 

disputes since it had publicly de cla red from the very first , 

and constantly reiterated , th8:t liThe Shi pping li'ederat i on 

has nothing to do with wages . ,, ( 37) On the other hand , i t ' was 

becoming i n creasingly evident that having upse t the equation 

of supply, demand and pri ce on the l abour market by f orming 

the Federation and mani pula ting suppl y , it was inevitable 

that price bargaining would. bl3 tU'fect ed , since empl oyers 

could be indep endent of the local l abour market. Hence, sooner 

or l ater t he shi powners would have had to fac e t he question 

of the Federa t ion' s involvement in wages , a lthough they do 

not app ear to have appreciated this . 

In ad~i tion, although they had apparently succeeded 

over the free l abour i ssue in respect of serunen , they had 

not crushed the union in the way they h ad intended . What they 

had done was subdued it with vigilance and i mmediat e reaction 

to any dispute. If this polj.cy was dis continued, particularly 

over an i ssue such as wages , then there seemed every likelihood 

;tha t the N. A. S.F.U. would again grow in s t rength, and 

therefore threaten the f ree l abour succ ess . 

37. See R.C. on Labour Group B Vol I op cit App endix 22 
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',vhilst in theory, the s t ance was ma intainc d that the 

Federation could not interfel'e in disput es over the wage 

question , in practice they appeared to do so . The 

rationalisation f or such action was they they had only 

be come involved Ylhere there waf' coercion on the p •. rt of 

other trades , and therefore were not directly interferill{S 

in the fre edom of contract betvleen seamen and shipowne rs . 

This r ationalisation is swnmed up in Report No .3l to the 

Exe cutive Council. 

"Since l ast Council meeting on 2nd October 1891 your 
Exe cut ive COi lffii t te e h8.ve continued the policy of 
defens ive preparation approve d by you on that d ~e , 
and have carefully abstai ned from inte r veninG or even 
rendering assist ance in cases where wages haye forme d 
the direct cause of dispute, but wherever such 
disputes have been aggravat ed by the co ercion of other 
trades to obs truct free dom of c ontract, or where 
members have been f orc ed to re s i s t UIlre a son' ble 
demands' (from Y'hatever cause arising) the r esources 
of the Federation have at once been applied ." ( 38 ) 

By April , 1892 the pre ssure f or s ome reduction in wage s 

and the obvious oppos ition of the union and the men in 

general, caused the General Purposes Committee t o recommend 

that t he question of wages policy should be cons idered by 

the Exe cutive Council 

"in view of the depressed state of the ship!)ing trade 
at present ••• as they believe that s. national 
reduction of the standard rate of wages a t each port 
must result from the number of vessels l a id up; and 
from other causes .1t (39 ) 

38 . Sh. Ic"led . Documents Report No.3l op cit 

39 . Sh. 1! ed . Documents Report No.35 of the Genera l Purposes 
Committee to .the Executive Council 27 April 1892 
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V/h cl1. t he Bxecuti ve Council dif3cusucd the 1 a t i: or , it V:0.8 

publ ic de claration of non-int erference on waGe i ssues should 

be a llowed to drop. _"8 one shipovmcr put it 

"Let th:lt slide 2. bit becl us c t he time is cOI1:ing when 
the li' ederation vlil l have to t ake u p the que s tion 
of ,wages . " ( 40 ) 

Shipo\'mers had made cla ims ag8.ins t t he Feder at ion on the 

grounds that seamen had been brought from a distance to 

equalise wages , but t he Federation only felt able t o mee t 

the extra expense 'l1he11 it had been caused by union interference . 

and the position ha d to be clarified . At the Execu.tive 

Council , when the matter was discussed, Mr Yeoman said , 

Illfhe ori ginal re s olution was tha t expenses cons equent 
upon brine;ing men from a neie;hbourine port , a near 
port , not a cro ss the country to combat the lceeping 
up of Vlages locally should be borne by t he Federation . 
We were not told so by Resolution, but as you know there 
was sOl"1ething about I winl<:inu the other eye I, and the 
local societies Vve re to do what in their judgement 
was right and the Federation should bear them out and 
pay t hem back the expenses they had incurred ••• that 
i s the position." 
Chairman That i s exactly what is laid dovm in the 
Report." (41) 

The Registry official s in ea ch District vlere' also now 

r equired to tabul at e lo cal rat es of pay so that t hey could 

be circulated to the Central office and all Di stricts to 

avoid t he expense and trouble of shipmasters offering higher 

than the loca l r ates.( 42 ) 

40. Sh •. Fed . Minute s of Proceedings 27 April 1892 p . 8 

41. Sh.Fed . Minutes of Proce edings 26 October 1892 p . 15 

42. Sh. Fed. Document s Report No . 38 of the General Purposes 
Committ ee to the Exe cutive Council 

.,I 
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li/hil e i n t heory t he policy of the Fcc1e:co.tion concerni ng 

non- interference i n matters directly concerni ng waGes 

re ~lained un ch2.i1c;c d, t here V;2.:3 now no p:cactic ::ll h i ncir:ll1cc t o 

acting in di sputes vlhere wages vlere invol ve (.t. '11he confu s ion 

to which such ni c ely de f ined spher e s of a ct ion led i s 

surnmed up by the f ollowing stat ement in a r C:9ort to the 

Execut ive Council 

"While as a genera l principle non-int erference i n 
the wages que stion has been s trictly adhered t o ••• 
a neutral attitude had undoubtedly operated in . 
rest r aint of the l'!a t Vf'o...l. l a"." of supply and demand ••• 
the Union leaders calcul8.tin.~ upon the inactivity of 
t he Federation , were abl e to co erce t he ma jorit y of 
the seamen and prevent any gener a l accept ance of the 
t erms offered ••• Hotably in t he HU!!lber di s trict, 
where the Union delegates had enforced ae'a ins t outside 
v ess el s a surchar g e of five or ten shilling s a month 
above t he rat es at which their members se rved on 
ve ssels owne d by a l ar g e Hull Shipping Company . In 
this case your Executive intervened t o equalise 
rates." ( 43) . 

The apprehension t hat the Shipping Federat ion increasingly 

expressed as to the effec t of reducing wages appears to have 

been s oundly base d. Whilst, when addressi ng the Annual 

Conference in October 1891, Havelock Wilson admitted the 

Union had, in 1891 , gone through one of its most critical 

periods ,(44) ru~d later a cknowledged a large falling . off in 

membership and revenue follpwing the strikes of that year ,(45) 

43. Ibid 

44. Seaf aring 10 October 1891 

45. Journal of Commerce 4 October 1892 
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he did claim signs of revival in the early autumn of 1892 

"as a result of the shipowners ' reducing- wages the 
seamen in a l most every port in the country are 
flocking bade to the union. In s ome of the northern 
port s durine the past lllonth [3eptembeil many of the 
branches have doubled their income." (46) 

It is possible of course that Havelo ck Wils on's. 

election as Wember of Parliament for Middlesborough in 

July, 1892 created a degree of prominenc e which might have 

been a fillip to union membership . 

The eff ect of the depressed econ.omy on union mem.bership 

during 1892 was two edged . Undoubtedly the actual or 

threatened reduction in wages by shipo'v'vners benefit ~d... the 

union, however reductions in other trades could have very 

damaging repercussions; for exrunple, the miners' strike in 

Durham in the spring of 1892, which was supported by the 

N.A.S.F.u~~7~as disastrous. 

"Over 7,000 of our bood financi al members for over 
12 weeks were t hroym out of employment . Thi s was a 
very serious matter as far as the financial position 
of our union was concerned, for not only had we a loss 
of revenue through such a l a r g e number of men being 
thro'wn out of employment , but we had also to provide 
protection money ; because the shipo'tmers , knowing that 
there was a large number of men out of worle , commenced 
to reduce the wages ' of the few men who had the 
privileg e of being engaged." (48 ) 

However, as long as even a nucleus of the N. A.S . F.U. 

rema ined in operat ion, t~e f ear of regeneration, especially 

through a dispute over wages , remained. The Federation had 

46. Ibid 

47. f5underland Daily Echo 12 April 1892 

48. Jourm .l of COJ11.J"'ll erce 4 October 1892 
See also Appendix II 
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not had the anticipated 'batt le t o the de ath ' with the 

N. A.S. F.U. whi ch they fe lt they needed to crush the union, 

and s o bring peac e on their terms . In spite of their 

continued succe ss over the i ssue of free l abour in the 

majority of port s, except on the Humber, t he H. A. S. F . U. 

survived . As one shi powner put it, misquoting Macbeth 

"you see we had thought t he snake was killed ••• It 
i s apparently only scotched ." ( 49 ) 

Perhaps the main reason why the Federation had f a iled 

to kill t he snake by the summer of 1892 V1:as becau se it had 

misjudged it s nature . The period under discussion saw the 

realisation that the snake was in f act New Unionism, as 

manifested in t he Dockers ' Union and other waterside 

organisati ons , r ather than merely t he N. A. S. F .U. The 

majori.ty of strikes offi cially discussed by t he Shipping 

Federation from spring 1891 to the end of 1892 (see Appendix IV) 

rela te to dockers for the most part and were either over the 

issue of free l abour or the introduct i on of n ew technology 

such as steam winches. (50) 

It soon became obvious , therefore , that the ' setting up 

of Registry off ice s and the declaration of the Ticket did 

not ensure that they were "masters of their ovm bu siness", 

49. Sh. Fed . l\hnute s of Proc eedings 27 July 1892 p .17 

50. In spi t e of the pr eponderance of dockers' s t r i lces, the 
N. A. S. F . U. was still regarded by the Shi pping Federation 
as one of the main inst i bat ors of disputes . 
(Manager ' s Report to Third Annu al r eeting rllay 1893 ) 
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Indeed by the time the Ticket had been implemonted , the 

Shi pping Federation were aW:lre t.h2.t there ·.·.-as o. grc2.t d081 
I 

more to ' sailing ' th3..ll ensurine an adeouate crew. The 

shi poymers lere , of course , vulner2.ble to any disp'.lte ' .. :hi. ch 

disrupt ed the loading and di s char ging of th8 VCGsol . If 

they were to effectiv ely establish f r eedom of contract, the 

Shi pping Federation had to wi den t he ir spher e of operation 
Thi s was a 

to cover these a rea s of commercial a ctivity. ~ t ask made 

more difficult because rather t o their surprise they did 

no t nece ssarily have the support of othe r employers , for 

exampl e , do ck and r a ilway companie s , in their f ree l abour 

battle; furtherm ore, the i n creasing efficiency of the 

F .T. L.U . with their threat of a national programme made 

unity on the part of employers essential . 

The stri ke involving the City of Cork Steam Packet 

Company is a good example of the problem the Shipping 

Federation faced in this respect. This strike a rose over 

the employment of a stevedore in Cork who showed a preference 

for fre e labour, and may have been exa cerbated by the 

introduction of steam winches in the port .(51) 

I 
Whilst the strike was eventually settled in the Company 's 

favour with the use of free l abour thus enabling 

"them to establish firmly the principle of free contract, 
not only with their crew but with the ship and wharf 
l abour r equired for the loa ding , dischar ging , and 
landing of ca r goe:::; a t Cork , London , Liver pool, Bristol 
e..nd other pl a c es ." (52) 

51. Seafaring 17 J anuary 1891 and February passim 

52. Sh. 1i'ed. Documents Report No.2l of the Legal and Indemnity 
Contmittee to the Executive Council 10 July 1891 



it lastod throe months and was est imated to have co st tho 

COl:.p8.n:'i £7, 07J.. and involved indcr:mi ty on ci{~ht s t eamers . ( 53 ) 

Si nce ther e was no Dist:rict organi sation in Southern Irel~md 

a d hoc arrangements h a o. t o be mo.de f or the importation of 

f re e l abour which r e ouited in the Federa tion being claimed 

against f or both ship and shore I c..bour. The Federation 

agreed t o t ake a libor al vie vl' but ins i sted on "adhering t o 

the genera l principle that the company must be compensated 

as shipowners only.u(54) 

There was a s imila r incident in Dublin in July ""/hen 

the Shipping Federati on attempted to le~rn from t heir 

previous experiences and sugge sted 

" vii thout delay an agree TrtCnt should be entercd into 
with t he ilierchru1.ts Prot ection Association as to the 
bs.sis upon rihich the fre e L:.bour introduced into the 
port is to be retained and paid for." (55) 

Nevertheless, there was dissension over how the expenses 

should be shared and the Shipping Federation appears to have 

borne a large proportion of the cost. The free labour on 

this occasion was i mported from the Thame's District. 

The situ~tion was, therefore, sufficiently complicated 

When the shipping company acted as their own wharfinger 

but when indepenci.ent docks companies were involved the 

problems could be almost insul,nountable. Por exa:nple , in a 

dispute in Hull in 1892 the Dock Company refused to insist 

53. 

54. 

55. 

Ibid 

Ibid 

Sh . :F'ed. Documents T.letter from C.Laws, Secretary to the 
General "la!lage r re portine on the Dublin Strike 
20 July ,1891 
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on It:. ovm men louding ve sf3e ls \ .... hen they we re involved 

in 3. sy;apa thy strike. ;~s £l rc suit th8 Fed.eI'c:.tion iJI100rted 

free 1 _.1lourers , o~lly to f ind that t[L(;Y ','e re no t :n c Y' ,.1ittcd 

to Uf:e doc~c c omp2.ny ernnes and a :opli8nce s t o unload vcs :::.els . 

Howev er, the Fed~ration sought Counnel' s opinion 8.S to the 

Co mpany's responsibility under the Docks Act and an order of 

mand:::;:1us was applied for on -the e rounds that the Act 

"compelled the CO!:l.P8.ny to provide men to carry out the \\'orl<.: ." (56) 
t c ctic 

This seems to h ave b e en successful since the boycotted 

vessels v~ere loa ded by the Dock Company men and a llowed to 

sai1. (57) 

To s ome extent the Federat ion were the victims of their 

ovm SUCC8SS, since they found themselves the potential focus 

of a na.tional free labour policy. There had boen overtures 

from severa l l a r g e employers I as~') oei ations to discuss 

methods of affiliation or co-operation over the matter of 

frea labour. Whilst the Ship!)ine Federation were anxious 

to keep Vii thin the limits of shipping, they set up a sub-

COT-1r:li ttee to consider the problem . They rec()gnised the 

advantage of a permanent free labour ' army ' such as was 

56 . Sh.Fed . })ocuments Report No.36 of the LeGal and Indemnity 
COJ!lcai ttee to the Executiv e Council 27 Apri l 1892 

. 
57 . Sh . Fed . Documents Report No . 3G of tho General, Purpose s 

CO':Eli ttee to the Executive Council 27 July 1892 
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"if 8.d ;:;,11 ted to the reC!Uireli'crrl;f3 of H~dlv,;8,y ,:mel Dock 
GOTT()::-~ni e ,; , ',-:here c on~, t;"".~Clt ', :')l~~~ c ::'.n DG obt [~i l1ec1 ,such 

D.n exten~.:ion of tho _··ro (~ 1,O.boll.::' :t\ure:":<J.l !::>yste, .1 wO H1d 
afford the Gu:ccct t..;-u::'.ralTtc 8 :lGC.'?illSt (list l.roC'.tncc of 
tho shi;:;ping tr,.,dc by irrcs~) onsi'jlc 1:l{~it utorf3 ." (58 ) 

Some of the Registries were converted into Fre e Labour 

officcs, and c'!lployers directly conne cted. \'1 i th shi ppin& Iliere 

appro ached with a view to extending the scheme, but in July 

it was stated 

lion account of the much easier conditions of the 
I e,bour lil8.r (at, no practical combination for an 
exten:Jion of the sys tem has yet been arranged ." ( 59 ) 

However, a statement by the F . T. L. U. in August that they 

intended l aunching a national progr amme f or new and 'better 

conditions , particularly with regard to the employment of 

Union mcn only, appears to have given the s cheme new i mp etus . 

The General Purposes Committee fe lt it unlikf3ly the threat 

vv8.s capable of i m2)lement2.tion, but nevertheless expressed 

the view that 

"no reas onable precautions should be omitted and 
that r enewed efforts should be made to stren~then 
and perfect the Free Labour Offic e system. 1I \ 60 ) 

By this time the s cheme had developed i nto a national onG 

which was t o be kno\'Jn as the British Labour Exchange and was 

58 . Sh . Fed . Document s Report No.31 of the Gene r al Purposes 
Cominittee to the Exe cutive Council 8 January 1892 

59. Sh . Fed. Documents Report No .38 op cit 

60 . Sh. Fed . Documents Report No . 43 of the General Purposes 
Co~,ittee to the Exe cutiv e Council 27 Oct ober 1892 
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i ntcl1deCi eventun.ll~r to include othor section. 0_ e r::1~) loyt:~rs 

11 . " ( 61 ) It ,'l ...... h t t h J as we as S1np~nl1e . Vlo.r, r0coc;'nl ~JC\). I, r:: '. Po p._an 

w, s an arab i tious 011e <.111(1 it vias llOt rYt'Oli03eo. th" .. t the 

s cheme sho'uld cor:UTIenco before J o.ml8.ry l e 93 . ( 62 ) Al t hough 

t he Shi lJP ' ne Ii ed eration undert ook the initial !)lanni ng , the 

Bri ti s h La bour Exch Ell1ge was "(;0 be a d i stinct organis tion of 

al l int e r est ed employers commi tted to 

" ab s olut e f re edom of contract b et ween employe r and 
employed." ( 63 ) 

The New Unions , and e specia lly t h e F. T. L. U., were t here f ore 

p re sented wi t h a cha l lenge \',hich , even i n t h eir debilita ted 

c ondition , could on ly be i gno red a t t he i r peril. 

61. Sh . Fed . Minute s of Proc eeding s 26 October 1892 p .24 and 
see a l so The Times 1 July 1892 for di s cus s ion of similar 
scheme at-:nie Congress of ChDmbers of COlIunerc e held in 
London. 

62. Ibid p . 27 and 28 

63. The Times 1 November 1892 



CW\'.F1.' ER IX 

(rEE HULL STRI K .: 

The strike which took pla ce in Hull in Apr il and l\1ay 

1893 was the direct r esult of the establi shment of a British 

Labour Exchange in the port at the end of hTarch and the 

insi s t enc e of strict adherenc e to shipping Federation 

policy over free l abour. The idea of a labour exchonge was 

not in it s elf new, indee d such a s cheme had be en reco~wended 

by Tillet and the Royal Commi ss ion on Labour in J uly, 1891 , 

"tha t in every district there should be a l abour 
bureau, a l abour reBistry support ed by t he State, 
and controlled and managed by the State o " (1) 

The important i ssue was who should control such a reGistry . 

As far as the Shipping Fede r ation was conce rne d this 

was not in question; control should be firmly in the hands 

of the employers. It was seen by them as a me tho d of 

reinforcing the policy of fre edom of contract in order to 

'regain ' control over the supply of labour. This was , 

however, only part of their aim in setting up the British 

Labour Exchanges; they were also seen as a socially acceptable 

way 

"to break this Union , not by any illegitimate means , 
but by the proper and l egitimate means which have 
been suggested to us previously and which we are now 
putting into operat ion by the formation of a free 
labour bureau • I, (2) 

• 
------------------------------------------------------------------
1. B~Y_~~ __ C~~~~ssion on Labour Minutes ·of Evidence Group B 

Vol.l · rCmnd 6708) 1892 Q35 98 . · . 

2. Sh . Fed. Minutes of Proceeding s 11 April 1893 p.3 
Referred to as York I below 
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~Vhe establi s hment of a bureau in Hull and the subsequent 

strike must be seen in thi s liGht. Hu.ll W8. S not only a 

strone-hold of the Dockers I Union, V:ili ch h,,"ld lo::.>t ground 

elsewhere, ( 3 ) but was gener al l;)' reGar ded e.;'; a port whic h 

employed union men only . The Shi pping Federat ion had 

att empted to mal{e a s t and over fr ee l abo llr . tllere . on severa l 

occasions without succe ss , ~ot l east because t he maj or 

employer , Thomas 'Yilson and Son , vms not a member. The 

Secretary of the R. S . M. F . A. A. pointed out in 1892 

"S0 far a s Hull i s conc erned we are troubled very 
little wi th the Shipping Federation. One of the 
l a r gest shipovmers in t he kingdom, I bel ieve, 
Mr . Wils on , will not have anything to do with the 
Fe derat ion. He said tha t he woul d r ather treat 
direct with the men in any ca se . 1I (4) 

In view of the Federation ' s unsati s f actory exp erience in the 

~port, t h e General Manage r advi sed the Exe cutive Council 

that in Hull they should not . d.o.anything .. that would 

"make a gener al s trike unle ss you can bring in 
Me ssrs . Wilson." (5) 

There have been a number of interpretations as to why 

Charles Wilson recommitted hi s company to the Federa tion in 

1893. A contemporary suggestion , made by Clem Edwards 

writing on the Hull strike , (6) was that diff iculty over 

3. Brown R. Waterfront Organisations in Hull 1870 
op cj.t p.66 

4. R.C. on Labour Group B Vol.II (C6295 ) Q13825 

1900 

5. Sh. Fed . Minu:tes of Procee dings 8 January 1892 p.52 

6. Edwards C. 'The Hull Shipping Di spute' Economic ~T ournal i ii 
( H3 93 ) 
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obtai ning mar i t ime insurance h3d f or ced hi s hand . \/hils t 

the r e may have .been some pr e<"sure of this kind , there i s 

no cvide lOe of "n overt threat a t thi s J)2.rti cuL1. r tine . 

Further mor e , f or the t wo year s s inc e leav i ng the Feder at i on , 

he apparently ha d no t roubl e i n underwri ting hi A own 

insur ance cover . Another suggestion ha s been tha t the 

bla cki ng of s ome of t he Company ' s k eel s f ol lowi ng a di spute 

over their r efus a l to collect arrear s of union dues led 

Wils on to change hi s attitude . (7 ) I t had pr evious ly be en 

the Comp any ' s practice t o collec t ba ck subs criptions in 

this way , and when t he practice was di s continued i n the ca s e 

of the s e ves s el s , the Docke r s ' Union member s r efus ed t o 

compl ete their unloading . Thi s i ncident wa s not in itsel f 

a ma j or one and previous s i milar occurrence s during 1892 

had been dealt with quite a dequa t el y without the nee d to 

t urn to the Feder ation for he l p . 

I t seems more likely t hat there was no s i ngl e causal 

factor but r ather that Char l es Wils on was subjected to a 

number of i nflu enc es and pr essures which culminated i n his 

deci s ion to unite with his fell ow shipovvners in t he free 

l a bour 'f i ghi:. 

As a s t ar ting point Cha r les and his br other Arthur 

throw s ome light on t he matter by s t ating why t hey l ef t 

the Federation in 1891. I n t he f i rst place, the Company 

7. Bro \''ffi R. , ate r f ront Orfrani sations in Hull 1870 - 1900 
OP e cit. p . 68 
Clegg H. A., Fox Al am and Thompson A. F . A History of 
Bri t i sh Trade Unions sinc e 1889 Vol. 1 188~-1910 op .cit. pSO 
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wa s not firmly committed to the Federati on f ree l abolll' 

policy which emerged in the autwnn of 1890 . Following 8.n 

incident in Hull that winter' over free l abour crows , it 

was ae;reed that not onl y would Thomas :dilson uhip union 

crews, but that Charles Wilson would endeavour to persuade 

the other employers to do likewise ~ 8 ) A year after break ing 

with the Federation Art hur Wilson wTote 

"Ie U:/ilsons\ retired from the Shippine Federatj.on 
l ast ye ar fhi nki ng we could arrange our differences 
with our men di rectly with less f'riction . " ( 9 ) , 

There ha d always been a tradition of a close patern-

alistic relationship between 1ilsons and the H. S.M. F . A.A. 

and the other local uni ons , and the shipo\lmers in gener al 

appear to have been relatively sympathetic t o uni oni sation. 

~{nso 'a ~easoi1 for fe t8:ining independence appears to 

have been t he financ ial cos t of Federation membership . 

Charles Wi l son l a ter admitted 

"that we were paying considerable sums for which at 
t he moment, whether we we r e right or vrrong , we thought 
we were not ge tting quid pro quo ••• my obj ection 
then was that we had a l a r ge amount of tonnage in the 
Federation, and the l a r ge Liverpool Shi ppi ng Companies 
had not joined , and I t hink that obj ections has been 
justified by what has happened since , as the Liverpool 
Companies hav e joined on different terms from the 
original terms." (10) , 

Undoubtedly the financia l cons iderations must have 

8. Eastern MornintL!i..ews, 29 December 1890 
Hull Daily News s-January 1891 

9. y;astern Morning News 29 April 1892 

10. She Fed Minutes of Proceedings 2 June 1893 p.' 37 
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weighed heavily since the Call for a firm of that magnitude 

would have be en a very substantial S1)JTI. Such an outlay 

woul d hardly have been justifi ed in terms of individual 

retur n since the f i rm was large enough t o withstand. most 

commercial vagaries, and they had already proved their 

ability to ' manage their OWfl affairs.' 

Th:Ls obstacle was in f~ct removed (11) in the autumn of 

1892 when the Shipowners Asso ciat ion of Liverpool joined 

the Federation on spe cial, cheap er, terms. It is significant 

therefore that Charles Wilson did not avail himself of 

this precedent to obtain similar concessions until the 

following B'ebruary, which would suggest that finance was not 

the major factor in rejoining . 

Of course, the summer and autumn of 1892 would not 

perhaps have been the most appropriate timing for negotiating 

terms with the Pederation in . view of the August election. 

Although he must have been sure of a l arge ma jority, it is 

unlikely he would have wished to r a ise an i ssue so conten­

tious in Hull. (12) 

The timing of Wilsons' return to the fold appears to 

have been a mixture of personal and commercial pressures. 

At this time both Charles and Arthur Wilson must have been 

looking towards the end of their active co~mercial careers , 

being 60 years and 57 years respectively; the firm had only 

recently been made a private Limited cOillpany (13)and the 

11. Sh..Fed. Documents Report No. 43 of the General Purposes 
Committee to the Exe cutive Council 27 October 1893 

12. Pelling H. Social Geogr aphy of Briti s h 'Elections 1885-1910 
(1967) 

13. In the Ship~ing Gaze t te 28 April 1893 it is stated that 
'there have been rumours f or s ome time that j,l e.~ srs . \'/ilaon 
[]harles and Art'hu£J i ntend ret iri ng fro;l their business ' • 
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deat h of the i r br oth8r David in Febn).:'l.'ry 1893 mi ght \'loll 

have complicat ed t he financia l stru.cture of the C o:-np any • 

F'urt nermore, Char l es . liJ. s on ·Nas deer-J.;r i nvo l ved in the 

r ate Vlar between the Hull and Barnsl ey Hailw8.y and tho 

North Eastern , and their competition f or control in H1.1.,ll, 

particularly of the dock sys tem and it s develol)ment. 

The emerg ence of an i nq.ependent minded l abour movement 

and its leadershi p must have be en challeng ing to Charles 

V/ilson's paternalistic libera l approach to l abour matters . 

He maintained a deliberately persona l interest in the lives 

of his employees and the workine people of Hull in general . 

He a cted on the assumption that all labour problems could 

be overcome, by fair leadership and direct reasoned 

discus sion, and the tradition in the port until 1893 had 

proved the viability of t hese assumptions. He had found 

that he and his managers could work in relative harmony 

with the established unions in Hull, and especially the 

H.S. M.F.A.A. Although he wa s sympathetic to trades unions , 

he was somewhat suspicious of the ' enthusia sm' of the New 

Unionism. For exampl e , vvhilst chairing a meeting of the 

Dockers Union in Hull in November 1891 , he stated 

"He had as they knew .•. employed as many men as 
possible so as to do the most possible benefit 
to all concerned. They were l abourers , and it was 
their duty to do the best they could f or themselves 
and those who were dependent on them. II (14) 

He had, however , taken care to point out earlier 

"that the Do ckers Union v'as a comparatively 
new movement - that if he might. say so they were 
an army of recruits -- and t hey kne\'\' that recruits 
want ed a good de a l of drilling'. " (15) 

14. Eastern Morning News 21 November 1891 

15. Ibid 
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The concern he woul d have felt that the unionism of 

the unskilled yyould upset the status quo ir.. Hul l must h2.ve 

gro\"m Ii t Il t he po ";er of the Dockers Union in the port. Hull 

was the best organi sed port in the c ountry and it had the 

bulk of the Dockers Union nationa l membershi p . During 1892 

they ha d become a poweri'ul group on the 'I'rades Co'uncil, 

apparently intent on adopting a more a,~gressi ve approach t o 

l abour matters . 

He made thi s point in t he spring of 1893 , and it 

illus trate s the frustration he felt with thes e devclopments . 

Even 

"My own f irm whether riehtly or vrrongly , gave a little 
support to t he se men . But what have we f ound out i n 
the l ast eight een months ? - that they have gradually 
been en croa ching . 'Jlhe men who were our own do ck 
l abourers have be en made their l eading men and their 
aut horit ie s , and month after month that sta te of 
affairs ha s g one on with increas ing f rict ion and it 
certainly is not very plea sant to have your own dock 
l aUourers comi ng into your offi ce and saying' "if you 
do !not concede this , all the men will strike. " 

"supposing for the sake of peace and quietness you 
thip..k "After all it is not a vital matter," and you 
do conc ede it, then a fe w days afte rwards or a few 
weeks or a few months another proposal i s ,made with 
the same re su1-t;." (16) 

This 'encroachment' and the incidents in which it was 

manifest cannot be regarded as anything more than petty 

i~ t i tations in themselves. However, they must have adde d 

weight to any existing pressure from other shipo~mers and 

.employers, (17) and t heir cwnulative effect was given 

significance by the gloomy economic ba ckground. 

16. Sh.Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 11 April 1893 p. 29 (York I) 

17. For example the local se ed crushers and millers 
employed free l abour 
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Hull 8.})IJears to hQve been exempt from the nat ional 

decline i n shipping activj.ty \'~hich had begun in 1890 for 

"inward tonnage in 1891 \':C~G the hie-hest ever with 
v:heat iElPOI'ts rC 2 ching no'n re.:;o:;.:'u levels . 'llonnage 
outwar(1." also increased cO!~lparcd with 1890 1 coal 
export s being particularly larGe , and shipbuildine 
was v ery brisk . " (18) 

This di spensat ion from t he effects of depression did 

not l ast beyond the summer of 1892 . By September there ha d 

been pres sure f or a reduction in seamen 's wages by 1070, but 

t his was rejected out of hand by both the national and 

loca l unions . (19) In De cember it became obvious t o both 

unions that they could no longer r esist a reduction in w8~e s . 

The de cision to do s o was only arriv~at after 

and 

"a long and r a ther stormy di"'cussion" 

"in cons ideration of the bad s t ate of trade ••• the 
be st condition we can get with the Shi powners be 
a cc epted ." ( 20 ) 

Unemployment was re a ching serious levels by thi s time.(2l) 

This was conf';_r med by the East ern Morning News in J anuary , 

1893, (2 2) when it was found that there was considerable 

general and rea l di stres s with only t wo days work a week 

available f or 2000 men with almost a quarter of Hull owned 

ships , and some of the larg est , l a i d up . Sentinel wrote in 

the Hull Daily News that t here was "a depression in trade 

the like of which has not be en seen i n years . II ( 23) a situation 

18. Brown R. op cit n . l p . 53, quot i ng the Annual Report off 
the Hull Chambe r of Commerce and Shi pping 1890-91. 

19. Minutes of the Joint Committee on Wages 14 September 1892 
in the Minute Book of t he H . S . ~ . F . A . A . 

20. Minutes of the H. S. M. F . A. A. 21 & 28 De cember 1892 . 

21. Eastern MorninF He, s 24 De cember 1892 
22 . Ibid 25 ,26 and 27 January 1893 
23 . Hull Daily News . 21 January 1893 
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made worse by the extremely harsh vlinter . 

Concern about the long t oro! effoct s of the depressed 

economic situation mus t hav e been exp.ccrb:"" .tcd by the ext ent 

t o which Hull fe lt it self to be a port under threat. Aft er 

a period of r apid expansion in t he 1860s and 1870s there 

was a period of ret ardation as wi tne ssed by the census and 

trade figur es . (24 ) 

Whilst it remained the third port in the country , its 

posit ion was not unassailable with the growth of ports such 

as Gl asgow, and the i mminent development of the jylanchester 

Ship Canal. 

By February 1893, therefore , it ne eded little to tip 

the s cale s in favour of rejoining the eder ation. It i s not 

blear whether Charl es Hilson made the firs t approach, or if 

the Gen er a l Manager pressed hi s advantage at a time when 

he Imew Wils on to be vulnerable . There was a meet ing of 

the Hull employers a t the Chamber of Commerce on 25 February , 

to which Laws was invited and 

"It was freely stated that the position had become so 
intolerable that further concessions to the Unions 
were i mpos sible without handing ove r entire control 
of shipping business already hampered to an unbearable 
extent. 1I (25) 

It appears to have be en a t this meeting that Charles Wilson 

was finally convinced t hat hi s company should rejoin the 

Federation. He later said 

24. 

25 . 

26 . 

"Mr. Laws came 
the wonderful 
Federation in 
-'~hat ' our only 

to Hull and by his expl a ining to us 
re sults of the working of the Shipping 
other port s we came t o the conclusion (:::>6' 
hope was' t o join the 'hipping Fede r at iofl .'" 

Brown Lucy 1T . ' Modern Hull' i n A Hist ory of the County 
of York Vol .l Ed . Allison K. J . i n :3eries of Victorian 
History ,of the Counties of Engl and O. D. }! . (1969 ) 
She Fed . Do cument s Renort No . 50 and j,Ianager ' s Report 
to Annual Gene r a l Heeting 2 J une 1893 
Sh. Fed . kinutes of 1:'roce edings 2 June le93 p . 
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What is quite certain is tha t as soon as the FcuG-r'ation 

could be sure of ",'/ilson':3 adllOrence J and uni ty in Hull with 

the support of t h e Dock companies for thoir f r ee 13.bo~r 

policy , they i mmedia.t elY sta rted to i mp l c;ncnt their plans 

to establish a British Labour Exchange . The Labour Bureau 

Agreement f or" Hull was approved by the :Executive Council 

on 28 February and a l ocal Committe e VIas set up on 4 :IIarch , 

of which Art hur Wilson was cha i rman. ( 27 ) 

On the morning of 20 March a free labour bureau was 

opened and the f ollovdng announcement posted about t he docks. 

"To Wor king- men - 'J:he employers of l abour i n connection 
wi th t he docks ancl shi pping at Hull have determined 
in ordeor to f acilitate the conduct of t he business of 
the port, in employing l abour in f ut ure, to give 
preference to men \vho are registered a t the British 
Labour Exchange • •• and all r e::-pectable , s t eady workmen 
a re i :''lvit ed to reg i ster t he ir names , free of expense , 
and thus secure preferenc e of employment." (28) 

It was report ed that the employers did not expect this to 

antagonise the unions, but the latter took the view that, 

should the bureau be successful, a dispute was inevitable. 

The sanguine att itude of the employers was in part based on 

the as sumption that the high l evels of unemplo~nent in the 

town would ensure a re ady adherence to the Exchange by a 

large number of labourers, particularly with the inducement 

of preference. If they could secure a substantial number 

of men, then their t ask would be a relatively easy one; they 

could implement their free l abour policy h:nowing they 

had an adequate supply of alternative local labour. If, on 

the other hand, the r esponse ~ a s only Ijomi ted, and their 

27. Sh.Fed. Min.utes of Proceedings 11 April 1893 P.5 (York I) 

28. Eastern Morning News 21 :tlarch 1893 
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de clar ation not universal ly applied , then it would be 

r endered vi rtually mce.ninglesG 

The uni ons , on the other h~nd , eppearcd conf ident of 

the solidarity of t huir members and t he events of the fir~t 

day supported thi s v i e\r., , when only about eiehty men 

registered . ( 29 ) It wa s a lso reported tha t on the Tue sday 

( the follo wing day ) the office VIas tl not s o bri sk ll a s on 

the opening day .(30 ) 

There was an i mmediate re sponse from the loca l bran'ch 

of the Dockers Union on the day the bureau was opened ; a 

mass meet i ng was held which was incensed by the employers ' 

move, and the fruit porters re s olved to r efuse to handle 

Wilsons' cargo if they attempted to break up the union by 

employing free l abour. As a r esult of t his, some sectors 

of the loca l press felt a strug~le was i~ninent.(31) It was 

under the se circums t ances that the local branch of the 

Dockers' Union sent f or t heir General Secre t ary, Ben Tillet. 

He took a more circumspect attitude , s aying 

,"He did not INant the men in Hull to be at all anxious 
about the starting of this Labour Bureau . First of 
all t hey must avoid it. It would die it self ; but 
they must not get angry and t ake any a ction unless 
they had definite instructi ons from their leaders . 
He did not want them to lose their level headednes s ."(32) 

His prophecy that the burea~ would die was ba sed on some 

evidence and was not just wishful thinking . Unless the 

29. Ibid 

30. Hull Da=i:ly News 25 March 18 93 

31. Ibid 

32. Ibid 



- 288 -

employers c oul d get ade .uat e free l abour thei r hands were 

t i ed . When the Exchange f i rst opene d , me n at the Albert 

Dock wer e t old t hey woul d no t be al l o'f/ed to\',' ork until t hey 

took the l<'ede r ation ' ticket ', t hey declined, and "were 

allovled to pr oceed If i thout furt her notice being t aken . II (33 ) 

The di spute at t his stage centre d on the dockers . It 

was not until 28 flarch that t he loca l se amen be came concerned , 

sta ting tha t should t he dockers t ake acti on and strike , the 

seamen would support them . ( 34) Ij~he Council of the Federated 

Trade and Labour Unions , connect ed with the Humber Ports, 

me t on 27 NIarch. ( 35) It was reported that after a lengthy 

discussion the following resolution was unanimous ly adopted. 

"'llhis Feder a.tion of trade and l abour unions ••• hereby 
pledges it self to resist the action of the s o-called 
Free Labour Exchange, as it s object is to undermine 
and sma sh our trades unions , which have done s o much 
to i mprove the condition of t he workers ." (36) 

For the employers , t he position was a di fficult one . Having 

made their stand they had no alternative but to carry it 

through, but to be successful this necessitated a more 

33. Ibid 

34. ~inute s of the H. S. M. F . A. A. 28 March 1893 

35. The societies represented were:- N.A. S . F.U., H. S. M. F . A. A., 
Engine and Cranemen ' s Society, Coal r/finers ' and Fi tt ers , 
Lightermen and Wat ermen , Gasworkers ( Hull and Hessle ), 
Railworkers ' Union, millers , Amal gamated Society of 
Railway Servant s , Doclcers and the National Labour 
Federation. 

36. Hull News 1 Aprj.l 1893 
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positive overt response fro;i1 labour. Either there mus t 

be c'ubstantial support from the men for the bureau , thus 

severely undermining t he holcl of the Union ; or there must 

be complete rejection of the declaration , thus implyi ng 

s ome form of di spute which would jus ti.fy the employer ' u s e 

of i mp orted free labour. Since the first response had not 

been forthcoming , it was nece ssary to press the f r ee l abour 

policy . In a letter to the local nerlSpapers , Charles Wilson 

stated he was quite ready to 

"meet the men, if they wish it, as it will be most 
serious if free l abour is i mport ed . " (37) 

Since the lac1e of loca l response made i mportat ion more 

likely , the local Labour Bureau Committee were quick to 

justify their stand , and offer reassurance that they did 

not intend to use the Exchange t o reduce wages and hoped 

t he decision they had come to would be supported by "the 

public opinion." (38) I,rhe manife s to , issued to expla in their 

position, stated 

"For s ome time past the aggressive and annoying actions 
of those responsible f or the direction of the Do ckers ' 
Union in Hul l have been of such a nature as to 
seriously interfere with the free conduct of t he 
Shipping , Commercial and other manufacturing operatiom 
in the Port ••• For the inf ormation of the public 
and at the same time t hose most concerned - the worlcmen 
themselves - a fe w recent cases of the a ction of the 
union are set out below." (39) 

37. Ibid 

38. Ibid 

39. Eastern n70rning News 1 April 1893 
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In the main t hese were incidents which the employers 

regarded as direct int erference r:j.t h commercial freedom 

and management . For exar,lple, dockers objecting to crcv/s 

working wi.nches or opening bags of wheat i n the hold , or 

att empts to creat e union shop s in the saw mills and some 

factories . The inc i dent , also Ment ioned , which has s ince 

come to be r egarded as the precipitatory caus e of the 

subsequent strike , ( 40) was the st oppage of the coal keels 

belonging to Wilsons , whi ch had in f act t aken pla ce over 

a month earlier on 20 February. 

Whil st this wa s undoubtedly one incident , along with 

many others , which influenced ',Vils ons tore j oin the 

Federat i on, and consequent l y the setting up of the Labou r 

Exchange , it did not direct.ly precipi t a te the strike . 'fhe 

keels , i n f act , were left undischarged for a l mos t five 

we eks without any action being taken by the employers . As 

inr. Gregs on, Secret a r y of t he Labour Bu reau Co:runi ttee pointed 

out. 

"It was not conv enient at the moment to t ake a ct ion; 
it was l eft over f or five or s i x weeks ." ( 41) 

However, the employers we r e anxious to i l lustra te how right 

they ha d be en to open the Exchang e and declare f or free 

labour, and such an incident pl ayed into t heir hands . They 

40. Clegg H. A., Fox Al an and Thomps on A. F . OP e cit p .80 

41. Sh . Fed. Minutes of Proce edings 11 April 1893 (York I )p.5 
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Wldoubtedly saw the advantaee of cla iming the incident a s 

the cause , as t lle f ollowi ng cxch:~.nge bet ween Gregf;,on and 

~ilson illustratas: 

l,lr . Gregson : "The i mme diat e cause of the stri ce 
arose from t wo very s i mple things - one wa s the 
ba r ges ••• some barges belonging to the f i nn 

Wilsons 

f.'Ir. c. Wils on "I think VIe had bett er 88.y that rea lly 
wa s t he cause of t aldng action. II ( 42 ) 

Shortly after the strike Wi lson again confi nned this point 

" Ne thought t hen t he . time had come to have some 
positive data to go upon , and we purp os ely, t o s ome 
ext ent left those bar ges a s an evidence of the 
result of the Dockers ' Union a ction . " ( 43) 

The s econd of the t wo incident s GreGs on referred to as 

the cause may be seen to have more direct i mplicati ons f or 

the strike; however , this was not referred t o in the 

manifesto. The SS Provincia , apparently a Shipping Federation 

ves s el t hat regularly traded in Hull, became involved in a 

dispute over the allocat ion of s tevedore s . She had, a t the 

end of February, been addressed to the firm of JiIes srs. 

Atkinsons in Hull, whose s tevedore was Cros l and. On her 

return a few weeks l ater she was consigned not to Atkins ons 

but to Messrs . Thomas Wilson whose stevedore was Col eman.(44) 

This change in allocation re sult ed in the dockers withdrawing 

their l abour and r efusing to di s charge the vessel.(45) 

,42. Ibid 

43. Sh.Fed. Minute s of Proceedings 2 June 1893 

44. The intimation in reports i s that the ve ssel had 
previous ly been cons i s t ently consigned to Messrs. 
Atkins ons , and it may well be more than coincidence 
that the c onsigne e was ch8.l1ge d to Mes s r s . Wils on 
at this particularly s ensitive time. 

45. Expr ess 1 April 1893 
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The r eason f or the action was the existcnce of an 

agr eement betwc.en the Stevedores I A88 0ciaticn , conf3isting 

of nine f irms , and. t he Do clce r r- I Uni on to ... :hich they werc 

affiliated . . 'rhi s was a five year agreement lNhich provided 

f or the spe cific allocation of v es "' els trading regularly 

in Hull to particular s t ev edore firms; failure on the part 

of st evedore s to comply r esulting in a fine of £ 30. An 

agr eement which would , of course, provide for a f air share 

of work al1d l abour and~ f or the s t evedore, price stability . 

The "'ys tem app ears initially to have been accepted 

by t he shipo\m.ers , but they Vlere no ~ ' anxious t o break ·L.1::-

in the interests of their right to freedom of contract.( 46) 

The Provincia l ay undischar ged f or thre e. days , when it 

was pl anned to move her to the Albert Dock to be di s charged 

by free l abour. It was necessary to make t he move since 

this dock was enclosed a..nd s o the f ree l abour could be 

properly protected. However, attempts to move the vess el 

were thwarted by the refusal, firstly of the captain of the 

tug, and l a ter by the crew when they discovered that free 

labour was to be used.(47) 

The Hull dockers were incensed by thi s action, no doubt 

aware of the threa t of importation of labour, but Tillet was 

46. Sh. Fed . Minutes of Proc eedings 11 April and 2 June 
1893 p.38 

47. Hull News 1 April 1893 
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still anxious t o avoid pre cipitat e action . 

"He wEtnt ed to av oid a conflict, and W[l.!J v'r'i lling to 
mee t t he 6nploy erG round the conciliation board , 
and di scuss matters with them, with a view to 
arri val at a paci~i c s ettl ement , ~lt they would 
re sizt with al l t hoir strength the at t er1pt which 
\-va s be i ng made to smash t he ir union and reduce 
wages." (48) 

This cou r s e of action was tha t traditiona l l y f ollowe d in 

the port, part icularly by Charles iVi1s on, 8.!ld he had al ready 

offere d to meet the men . At a branch of the Docker s ' Union 

conSi s ting mainly of Wils ons ' employees , a resolution wa s 

passed expressing 

" their anxiety to avoid any ca l amity to l abour ••• 
and request that he i180n s hall call a meeting 
to consider the question a t i ssue a t the earliest 
possible opportunity ." (49 ) 

A similar desire was voiced by the Hull Trades and 1C'~bour 

Council. However, Charles Wilson wa s only prepared to meet 

his own men , but he did wish to 

"avoid, if possible , the loss they will sustain from 
the action of t heir leaders ." (50) 

If anything , the dominant a ttitude among the leadership 

was one of circumspe ct i on. At a meeting of the l abour 

movement on 1 April, Councillor Mi l lington, President of 

48. Eastern fl.orning News 30 March 1893 

49. Ibid 

50. Ibid 
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t he Hull ~llrades and Labour Council,"hoped that t.tcy were 

not going to s ound any severe battle-cry . II (51 ); the rucet ine 

was i nt ended to make utter!lpts at conciliati on ; 'r illet ,. ln 

his address , urge d the men 

"to be well controlled. ••• and not to do anything 
unless instructed , 1I 

a point re iterated by the loca l branch se creta ry . ( 52 ) 

Havelock Wilson was a lso present a t t his mceting , and 

whilst he c l a.imed that "he did not 'be lieve in fi ghting" and 

was "as peaceable a man as they \vould find anywhere," he 

was more openly c onvinced that a struggle would ensue. 

"He hoped s incerely, howevc!', that no fi ght would take 
place , but, if i t di d , t hen he said - v/hether dockers, 
sailors or f iremen - they should roll up their sleeves 
and take a holida;t unt il the thing wac r emoved from 
t heir midst." (53) 

The problem the dockers ' lea ders f a ced was how to avoid 

precipi t ate local action that would result in defeat , thus 

undermining the viability of the nat iona l organisation, since 

at this time it s strength l ay in Hull . Furthermore, the 

Union's funds were low, and financinp" any subst antial strike 

would be difficult, if not impossible. It was i mportant, 

therefore , to ensure the active support of the F .T. L.U. so 

that if a dispute became inevitabl e there would be a united 

front on the part of l abour. 

The concilia tory note may have been s truck to some 

extent to gain time for the federa ted union to commit them-

selves , s i nce such decisions had to be made by each 

indiv idual affiliation. In addition , of cours e , the l abour 

leaders were just as awar e as the employers of the nee d for 

a reasonable attitude in orde r not to unduly antagonise 

,2. Ibid 

53. Ibid 
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' public opinion.' 

Vhile the l abour leadership wa G a pparently at "tempting 

t o conciliat e , the em"p l oyers were finalising their pl c:..ns 

for the ultimatwn due to come into f orc e on 4 April . If 

they were to i mport l abour, then considerable pr eparation 

was necessary in terms of accommodat ion , fo od and protection . 

However , a t thi s stage t he employers Co~nittce do not appear 

to have 

"anticipated at this time that a l arge number of 
men would be r equired. 1I (54 ) 

A point confirmed during the stri ke by an Ass i stant Secretary , 

Cuthbert Laws ( 55 ) , 
"The employers had not expected a general s trike , and 

were not prepared for it and were , t herefore , somewhat 
at a disadvantage." ( 56 ) 

This implies t hat the employers a ssumed , with the high 

unemployment in Hull, that once they ha d shown firmless of 

purpose there would be a fairly general a cceptance of the 

s i tuation by the dockers ; and furthermore , any strike was 

unlike ly to spread widely in the port. 

The preparation was undertaken with the participation 

of the Shipping Federation , with George Laws present through­

out. On Easter monday , 3 April a full mee t ing of the Labour 

Exchange Committee was held to decide the tactics for the 

following day. It was argued that 

. 54 . 
55 . 
56 . 
57. 

!l Ii1r. Chas . Wilson should address a meeting of the men , 
reque sting them to agre e to the following three 
conditions , viz., 
1. ~lhe Briti sh IJabour Exchange in Hull to be kept open. 
2 . No objections to be r a ised against any workman on 

account of him belonging or not belonging to any 
Union. 

3. Fo remen and shipping clerks to be independent of 
the Dockers' Union . " (57) 

Sh .Fed . 
The son of G. A. Laws 
Bi.'""tern Morning News 
lbld 
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If t hese conditions were n ot a cc epted , the ~ederation would 

i mport 250 labourers frOTa London to ,,'.'ork the boycotted 

ve sse ls . 

The reason the terms were to be pre sented i n ·this way 

was apparently because Charle s Wilson felt 

"ra ther bound to hi s men to meet t h em and consult 
with t hem on the s ituat ion . " (56 ) 

It is interestine to not e t hat the wording in the report 

of the COTILrnitt ee meetine re fers to Wilson "addre s sing a 

meeting " of t he men, ,,'{he reas he i s reported as u s ing the 

words "consult with them." Thi s i s an illustration of the 

dichotomy with which Wils on wa s f a ced . Hi s paternalistic 

liberalism which dictated persona l consultation and negotiation , 

was under pre ssure; now he ha d jo i ned the Shi pping Federation 

he wa s committed to their stance whi ch had always been one 

of ' no negotiation' under any circumst ances. lie wa s 

later a nxious to assure his colleagues of his new found 

loyalty that the meeting was 

"not a conference with them but their acceptanc e 
of the terms they ha d to accept. " (59) 

This confusion of attitude and approach was one whi ch Wilson 

found extremely difficult to re s olve throughout the dispute. 
I 

It was arranged tha t Charles Wilson would address the 

men on the afternoon of 4 Apri l. He appears to have thought 

~e would be addressing only his own men, whi ch would number 

two or three hundred; he was however faced with a very large 

58. Sh.Fed. (York 1) op cit p.? 

59. Ibid p.8 



- 297 -

crowd , estimat ed variously a s between 4,000 und 5 , 000 by 

the Feder a tion and the l oca l p r e s s made a modera te es timate 
'60 ) of 6,000 or 7,000 poople . ' 

Having f irst ma de clear t ha t he VIas STJ eaking on behalr 

of all the; employers in Hull , he stated t ha t 

"we will be mas t ers in the management of our own 
business ." 

He then went on to outline the thre o conditions on which 

they intended to manage theirov'ffi business , ond which could 

not be neg ot i ated . I n an ap parent attempt t o moderate t he 

t one of the statement he reitera ted the moves were not of 

hi s choo sing . 

"You may l ook upon me as a friend or an enemy, but, 
a t any r ate , you cannot he l p admitting this , t hat I 
have spent my bus i nes s life i n Hull t rying to find 
employment f or t he vlorking cl a s s of Hull - and t ha t 
I was - and you mu st a lso bear thi s in mind , t he last 
of all to j oin the Shipping Federatiol1 ~ hopi ng that 
i t would be entirel y u..."1ne cessar y." ( 61) 

He concluded by saying 

"They were now going to try an experiment . They did 
not a sk t he men to l eave t heir tmion, nor did they 
ask for any reduction in wages ; but t hey di d ask 
that thos e who di d· not wish to be in the union should 
not be prevent ed from workin~ .tI (62) 

Tillet made a reply to Wilson' s speech t he s ame evening 

at a public meeting . He rejected the employers t "terms" but 

he again warned the men to 

"ke ep cool and to behav e as a di s ciplined body. fI 

and that work should continue normally on the following day .( 63 ) 

60 . Ibid and Eastern \1orning News 5 Anril 1893 
61 . East ern Mornin€,:.. News 5 April 1893 
62 . Shipping Gazette 7 April 1893 

63. East ern JvTorn i ng News 5 April 1893 
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F o llo rdn~ t he importa tion of several hundrc( f r ee 

l abourers v/h o commenc ed unl0 3.ding the shi ps of ;,les 8r s . Wils on 

and ~e ssrs . Bailey und Lecth~n , t he s ituat ion deteri orat ed . 

Groups of dockers began t o t ake independent acti on , but 

they were f i rml y ordere d ba ck by the union off icial s on the 

promise of a ballot on t he s trike i s su e t hat evening , the 

5th Apri l . Vot ine was to t alc e pla ce a t t he indi vidual branches 

on the qu estion " 'flere t hey i n favour of a strike - y es or no?" 

There was an overwhelmine ma jority , 3 , 500 to 5 in f avour of 

s trike action .( 64 ) 

The i mportation of fr ee l abour in this hos tile situation 

necessitated protection , i nitially b r the police. In addition 

to this, Messrs . Wilson went direct to the Home Office to 

request military assist ance , and on the afternoon of the 6th , 

e i ghty 1st Royal Dragoons and one hundred and twenty Royal 

Scots a rrived in Hull . (65) On the s ame day it was arra.'1ged 

for s ixty five addi tiona l policemen to be sent from Leeds 

and t wenty f ive from Nottingham . ( 66) These actions antagonised 

the local authority, who rightly regarded law and order as 

their province; however they also made effort s to initiate 

negotia tions. 

65. 

66. 

Eastern Morning News 
and Shipping Gazette 

and Hull Daily News 6 April 1893 
7 April 1893 

Eastern ~orning News 7 April 1893 

The Bradford Observer 7 April 1893 
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On the s ame evening there was a mass meeting of the 

seam.en and fir emen. The secretary of the Ii . S . M. F . A. A. 

emphasised the unity of all sections of t he \'.'Orking me n in 

the port and that the d.i spute had been fo r ced upon t heiil . ( 67 ) 

It was unanimously re so lved to stand by the Dockers ' Uni on, 

and to refuse to a cc ept the Shipping Feder ation ticket. 

On the morning of li'riday the 7th a group of Aldermen 

and Councillors , includj.ng the . Mayor , persuaded Ch:3.rles 

Wilson to meet repr esentatives of the F.T.L.U . t hat afternoon 

in order to attempt concili ation and avoid the conflict which 

was becoming inevitable. ( 68 ) At this meeting Wils on repeated 

the three conditions l aid down at the beginning of the week . 

The lil. T. L. U. s poke sman , Tillet, conc eded tha t union men would 

work with non-unionists , and that the foremen and shipping 

clerks could secede from the Dockers ' Union , providing they 

had an a bs olute right to f orm an alternative organisation. 

These conces s ions were only made on the condition that there 

was 

"no syst ematic organisation of fre e labour conducted 
by the employers, and with the expenses borne by 
them." (69) 

67. Eastern morning News 7 April 1893 

68. The Yorkshire Post 8 April 1893 . The :B' .T.L.U. 
represent a tives were Havelock Wilson ( N. A.S . F .U.), 
Ben Tillet (Dockers ' Union), Mr . Maloney (Dockers ' 
Union), II1r . Che s t erfield (Docker s ' Union) and Mr. 
Bird (Lightermen) 

69. Ibid. 
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Thi s was a c ondition with which t he employers could 

not agre e , even had they wished t o negotiate , s i nce the 
I 

establishment of the British T..Iabour ExchanGe had been 

precisely so that they c ould regain their control over the 

supply of ~abour and c onmercia l fre edom. The Labour Exchang z 

not under their contr ol would not serve their purpose a t all. 

As Charle s Wilson pointed out, t he unions unwillingness to 

work with those "belonging t o an organisation connected with 

the employers ••• knocks the whole thing on the head .,,(70 ) 

The outcome of the meeting was report ed to the Labour 

Exchange Committee by Charle s Wilson and. the Secretary later . 

wrote to the men 's leaders r egretting 

"that the proposals submitted are not of such a 
character as to justify a reference to the Board 
of Conciliation." (71) 

As f a r as the employers were concerned the three points were 

not negotiable. This refusal ensured a general strike in the 

port. 

"Sooner than was expected, even by tho s e who anticipated 
f urther developments , the dockers ' di spute in Hull ha s 
suddenly grown into a genera l and serious strike ." (7 2) 

This was the result of a conference of the F .T.L.U. when it 

was decided to 'block' all the vessels in the port and not 
, 

only Messrs. Wilson and Messrs. Bailey and Leetham, a s had 

previously been the case. ,It was estimated that about 6,000 

men were on strike; these included members of the dockers, 

70. Sh.Fed. (York 1) op cit p.25 

71. The Yorkshire Post 8 Ap,ril 1893 

72. Ibid 
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light ermen , VI3.te r men, coa l trilflrncrs and Be arnen a nd f i remen 

fr em both the nClti onal and loc <.' l u.nions . By t hi s t i me , 

Ha.ve l ock ','iilson f elt the r espons e to the er::tploycT fJhould 

be a nationa l one . 
I 

"if t hey would keep the pot boili ng next week in F.! 'll 
he ~ould go to Liverpool, Cardiff , Gl3.s~oW a~d e s e­
where , and light Cl flame t here . A stri lc e in these 
pl ac es ~ould give the Federa t i on a little more wor~ 
to do . Should they e~brac e the opportunity? They ( r73 ) 
mi ght not have this opportun i t y again fo r many years ." 

It i s agains t this ba clcground that the Execut ive Council 

of -the Shipping Federation met in York on 11 April to discuss 

the Hull Strike ( the first York meetine;) . This was an 

emergency meeting called a t the request of the Hull District 

Committee and was t he point at \v.hi ch the strike assumed 

national significance. The meeting was unuGual in the sense 

that it VIas the f irs t time 'a meeting had been called 

specifically .lco di s cuss a particula r strike . The normal 

practice was f or these to be handled entirely by the Dist,rict 

Committees , albeit in line with c entral policy and often wi th 

the assistance of the General Manager . This was a lso their 

first venue outside JJondon , but this may ref lect a s much 

on the practicalities of gathering a group of shipowners 

together in ~n emergency as on the importance of the meeting . 

The Hull Co~nittee had been surprised a t, and perhaps 

sheken by the speed and size of the unioni s t s ' re~ction to 

"their ultimatum and the i mportat i on of fre e l abour. There-

fore the stra tegy that had been agree d with Laws on 3 April 

73. Ibid 
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was novl quite inadequate . '1' he Committee needec. conf i rmation 

of their position now that the magnitude of t he t ask was 

such that there would be need for a subst antia l increase i n 

the number of i mporte d fre e l abourers, and cons equently 

a ddi tional financial bacl~ing . Pr imarily they wanted the 

Shi pping Federation to 

" entirely endorse and approve of the thre e points which 
have been l a id dovm . " (74 ) 

but they were also, as the Cha i rman pointed out 

" awaiting our ins tructions as to whether there shall 
be any intervieVls with the men ' s leaders . " (7 5) 

The meeting gave approval to t he three point s s ince these 

were completely in line with a ccepted policy. They were , 

however, concerned more with the que stion of n egotiation or 

conciliation. One of the re asons f or their anxiety that 

their f irst principle of no negotia tion should not be brea ched, 

must have been the knowledge ' that thi s was the approach most 

preferred in the past by Charl~s Wilson. In fact in this 

meeting he appears to have hardened his attitude considerably. 

"I was almost afr a id we should have to say that the 
determination we had come to was tha t we must , to put 
it in express ive l anguage , "Smash up the union ," but 
afterwards I thought I was perhaps hardly wise in 
having gone s o f a r as that . But really that seems to 
me to be what it comes to." (76) 

Both Hull Committee and Charles Wilson 'personally were 

74. Sh. Fed . (York 1) p .22 

75. Ibid p.15 

76. Ibid p.28 
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under cons iderable pr essure to at least meet t he me n . As 

the secretary of the Committee re norted, they had been 

approa ched on several occas ions by the "layor, the Chairma..Yl 

of the 'i/atch Cornmi tt ee and other l eadj.ne citi zens who 

as 

"repre s ented to us very forcib1y, with all the powe r 
vii th vhich it ce,n po ss i bly be ure;ed that it is a 
mist aken policy not to see tho se leaders of the 
men • II (77 ) 

Uilson was particularly embarrassed by these approaches 

they were made by persona l politic2.l colleag1J,es . (78 ) , 

The Executive Council were adamant that on no account 

would they sacrifice their principle of no negotiation , and 

they would not even count enance any interviews with the 

union l eaders . The ir previous experience of strikes had 

shown that 

" this strike is running a normal cour s e . \'/e have had 
a very high temperature ; now it has rea ched a crisis , 
and we have al ways found that vhen the men were 
beaten the leaders wanted to cover their own r etreat, 
and tried t o be the means of bringing about a s ettlement. 
Now, our experience has shown u s that it i s a great 
mistake t o have anything to do with the leaders under 
these circwnstance s ." (79) 

Demands for conciliation were regarded as a sign of 

weakness on the union's part, whilst t hi s may have been true 

as a 'general statement of past experj.ence , in the case of 

Hull it was perhaps a misinterpr etat ion. 

By the same token, agreement t o conciliat ion could be 

regarded as a sign of weakness on the part of the employers. 

There was a lso the f ear t hat if ,there was any sign of 

77. Ibid p .9 

78. Ibid p .22 and 23 

79. Ibid p .15 and 16 
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compromise , s trikes mi ght r esul t in other por t s. 

" What HUl l . does \',ill be quot ed af terwards when the 
next fi {'"ht t8.l<::es Dlace . '.rho fi eht i s in Hull today , 
it may bc in \/cs t Hartlepoo l t omorI'o ' .... . " ( 80 ) 

Havelock Wilson ha d , or course, alre a.dy f ormali sed thi s 

threat, but in gener a l t he employer s pr e s ent a t t he mee t i ng 

gav e it little cr edence . Thi s was ma i nl y on t he grounds 

that onc e f r eights b egan to -f a l l and the uni on could no t 

prevent wage reductions , the men f ell away. 

Although they did not think tha t it would turn into ' a 

nationa l strike they were clea r t hat it was a na tional 

issue . This wa s in pa r t because the national Exe cutive 

COU!lcil of t he Shipping Federa tion had become s o overtly 

involved in what ha d previously been a local strike , as 

their wel l publicised presence in ~ork emp hasised. If the 

unions were to be 'beat en ' nat ionally then they ha d to be 

bea t en in a well unioni sed port, such as Hull . FurtherI?ore , 

the method by whi ch the unions were to be totally undermined 

was the British Labour Exchang e , the dispute at Hull was 

its first maj or challenge and therefore ha d to be won. As 

the Chairman stated , 

"This Hull strike has a ssumed very gr eat importance 
and the Exe cutive feel tha t it must be won at all 
hazards and a t all costs, and that having won it, 
as win it we will .•. There is no fe ar that . having 
won this battle it will not only be the means of 
stopping strikes which have begun but preventing 
others from beginning." (81 ) 

Whilst nobody doubted tha t there would be victory, there 

. was some disagreement a s to the length of the strike and 

80. Ibid p .42 

81. Ibj.d p.92 
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what it would involve in terms of the amount of free l e.bour 

and finance. One shi powner said 

"My o\'m opinion is that with a l i ttlc firr.me ss t \ '0 or 
three days will end the \.'hol e thin~ ••• the Unions 
are absolutely out of funds .•• they are half s t arving ; 
their wives and f8.mi lies a re starving ." (82 ) 

Others were not s o convinced of the inevitability of the 

strike ending without considerable further a ction on the 

part of the Federati on. One pla...'1 was to " smother it [HU1~ 
with men and y ou will soon ge t over the difficulty ." 

With 1200 free l abourers a lready in the port it was anticipa ted 

tha t a further 3000 would be required to a chieve this . When 

thi s figure vvas put forward , Laws was dubious of the practi-

cality of the s cheme . In the firs t pl ace it had already been 

shown that free l abour was not necessarily easily recruited 

or retained , and se c ondly , a lthough s ome thought that the 

free l abourers could "protect themselves ," it was recoe;nised 

that i mportat ion on thi s s ca le would involve a high co s t 

in terms of maint enance and protection . 

In this respect it i s perhap s significant that the 

closing it em on t he Agenda was the subject of making an 

additional Call. It was ' initia l ly put forward as a formal 

que stion, s ince a Call was the requi s ite collateral for 

borrowing from the Bank .. The estimate a t this time was 

that with the £8000 they still had from the l ast Call in 

Sept ember 1892 , £2 3,700 would probably cover them 

"through to t he end of the ye a r @eDt ember 1893-; on 
our e st abli shment expenses only 'ana such cla lms a s 
we have yet to liquidate . " (83 ) 

82. Ibid p . 90 

83 . Ibid p. 94 
See a l so Appendix III 
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HOI:,=ever , v:i thout the Hull Stril;: e , IJ 8.wS cCtlcula t ed t!wy would 

need a further £2000 or £3000 as 2. l oan from the B a.Y1..l("" by 

September . It was agre ed that i f t he 3000 men V!C l 'G i mp ort ed 

they vould need more , henc e the ne ed for a Call . The 

urg ency f or making provi s ional arro..ne ements t o borro 1 i s 

illustra t ed by the f act that the Call wa s made a t this 

mee ting , arranged specifically to di scus ""' the Hull Strike , 

r ather than the usual quart erly Exe cutive Council meeting 

which was only six weeks away . The mee ting agreed to make 

a Call of Id per ton, which was a further i ndication of 

their determi nation to be firm and "win at all co s ts ." A 

communique was i ssued to the Press which included the 

Meeting' s f inal r es olution. 

"that whilst express ing every sympathy with the men, 
no further cO r.1.muni cation should be he l d with the 
~nion leaders , and that it should be publicly 
i ntimat ed that the e rployers a re ready to g ive work 
to such suitable men a s there may be va cancies f or 
who a re pr epared to t ake the f r ee l abour ticket, 
whether they a re members of the union or not . II ( -84 ) 

The Press was a l s o of f icia lly informed tha t the mee ting 

"regarde d the victory a t Hull as certa in , having 
r egard to their past experience in other port s . 1I ( 85 ) 

"The Union leaders were s till prepared to conciliate in 

spite of the firm stance which had emerged from the Shipping 

·84. Ibid p . 79 and for example , Eas t ern Mornin~ News 
12 April 1893 , Daily Chr~n~ cle 12 Apri l 893 

85 . Ibid 
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Federat ion a t York . The l!'edero.t ed TnJ.des Council att empt ed 

to arrange ::::. conferenc e \': i th ' friendly emp loyers ' in order 

to "make such arr8.ngement s a s \·,i ll pcnni t the resumption of 

work ." Ho f,/Gvcr , no empioyers re sponded to thj.s o.ppro ach 

and the Conference did not t ake place . (86) The Council a l s o 

is su ed a further manifest o encour aging the 1500 mon Oli strike 

to st ay unit ed and r eminding them t hat t hey s hould not return 

to work until ins tructed by the Disputes Committee.( 87) 

The employers impl emented their plan to bring l a rge, 

numbers of free l abourers to the port and it was estimated 

that 1431 were in the to 'tm by the morning of 1 2 April and 

that there were 481 loca l men emIJloyed in this way . The 

mili t ary remained and whilst the j.nfantry left , the number 

of cavalry were incre a sed , and there were nava l vessels in 

the Hurnber .( 88 ) Their presence was the subject of a question 

and attempted ad journment debate in the House of Commolls, 

initiated by Keir Hardie . He was inf ormed by Mr. Asquith 

that the milita ry presence had been authori sed by the 

Secreta ry of State, so that order would be maintained in 

Hull and in no way to assist the shipovmers in breaking up 

trade's unioni sm . There was insufficient support for an 

adjournment debate.(89) The di splay of force was condemned 

both locally and nationally. 

86. Ea st'ern morning News 12 April 1893 

87. Ibid 

88. Ibid 13 April 1893. The incre a se in the numbers of 
cavalry ha d been reque s ted a t the Shipping Federation 
in York on 11 April 1893. 

89. Parliament ary Deba te s Fourth Series Vol.XI 1893 
Column 117 and 118. 



- 308 --

1.'he repre::;Gnt ~tive of the Dc~ifl Chro~ic l e wrote 

rrrr h e 1011[1;or I am i n the to ',:l1 the more vm I C'tstonj.sh ed 
2.t the :lction of t he l oc Cll i:tUtl" ori tic s i n :JcndinE for 
the ;riili t 2..ry c:..ncl nava.l 'forc es 01' the CrO \\Tl 'G o t ake 
part in a strike on t he s ide of the employers . For 
that is what it rea lly amounts to ." ( gO) 

whil s t the Da ily: N~ pointed ou.t 

"The pl a in f a ct i s thi s - that t wo or three 
di sturbClnces which have a lready happened were 
s carcely worth ment ioning . " ( 91) 

The employers were quick~o respond t o critici sm, 

particularly in regard to qu estions in Parl i ament, and i ssued 

a statement on 12 April, saying t hat their 

" sole a i m and obj ect is to enforc e the elementary rieht 
on their part a lso to combine and to employ both f r ee 
and organised l abour without let or hindrance . That 
is to say both the employers and the workmen to have 
the unconditional right to free l abour.1I ( 92 ) 

The supporters of the milit ~ry in the por t claimed that it 

was only their pr esence which prevented serious disturbances 

Neve r theless , this argument was s omewhat weakened when they 

went on to point out 

"that the docks we re unenclosed, and extended along 
the banl<: of the Humber for more than three miles , 
rendering suffi cient overs i ght and control very 
difficult." (93) 

thus lending credence to the view that the milit ary Viere 

there to provide protection, for the free labourers which 

could hardly be regarded as an i mpartial act. 

90. Da~ll Chrol!icle 11 April 1893 

91. Daill News 11 April 1893 

92. Ea stern Mornin~ News 13 April 1893 

93 . Ibid 



- 309 -

The s i tuation in Hull hA.d re .'l.cbed an i mpasse , the 

employers were manaGing to work some v esse l s but only a t a 

sub s t nnt i a l co s t for iffip ort &~ ion of f re e l abour and its 

protection , whilst the unions gai ned increo.s in,~ support . 

The co opers and a ll men engaged in out door work a t the 

Albert Dock had jOined the strike , as had a nwnber of f lour 

millers and the oil millers , The Deal Carri ers a t a mas s 

meeting , declared their intention to " s t and firm to the 

bitter end ," and if possible to organise na tional action". 

r1en had struck in Cardiff as well as some in Swansea , and in 

Hartlepool it was the intention to block all ships . At the 

beginning of the se cond week 'of the strike the hydr aulic 

workers als o decided to t ake action ; an i mportant decision 

since thi s seriously affected the working of the lock system ~ 94 ) 

In t he meantime the employers were endeavouring to solve 

one of the problems that had indirectly contribut ed to the 

strike ; the a llocation of stevedores on the ba sis of their 

agreement with the Dockers' Union. Several mee tings took 

place in the early days of the strike , but with litt le success. 

On 13 April, the Uni on of Independent Stevedores made it 

clear that they could not comply with the demands of the 

employers who then threatened tha t stevedores would be 

imported from London to t ake their Pl a ce.(95) 

The employers and union leaders continued under pressure 

to conciliate , u sually under the auspices of the Mayor. A 

lengthy correspondence took place to this end during t he 

94 . Ibid 14 April 1893' 

95 . Ibid 
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second week of the s trike ~ithout succe ss . As the l ett ers 

printed in the Bast ern ~[orn j:.n{"_ T,ews of 17 April illust r2.t c 1 

the t\ '0 s id.es relaaineu entrenche~, in t heir st8.t ed pos i tions , 

the main i <>8ue of contention bcine the continued existence 

of the British Labour Exchange under employers ' control . 

Raymond Brown states ( 96 ) that the proposals put f orward by 

the Federated Trades Union of Hull Execut ive COITLmitt ee i n 

this correspondence we r e a virtua l surrender . They are in 

fact basi cally no diff erent from the propo sals put f orward 

follo 'l'ling the meeting with Charles Yi l s on on 7 April before 

the strike really go t under way . The only difference of 

emphaSis was that the i mpart i ality of the British Labour 

Exchange was stressed . Previously a Labour Exchange had 

been implicitly agreed to, providing it wa s not controlled 

or f inanced by the Shipowners ; now its control by an 

independent agency was demanded. Ne ither a ma jor change 

in stance nor a surrender to the shipowners . 

A further pressure was , of course , the threat that the 

Hull dispute would develop into a national strike . This 

was a strategy to which Hav'elo ck Wilson was cOJn..lli ted and he 

had left Hull soon after the strike started to get support 

from other areas . However, in this he was not really 

successful; it was re ported that in Cardiff, his first port 

of call, and Newport , some steamers were st oppe d, ( 97 ) but 

there was little re sponse elsewhere. 

96. Brown R. Waterfront Or ganisation in Hull op cit p .77 

97. Eastern Morning News 13 April 1893 
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A re s olution was pa :3sed by the , Ibert [" Victoria Doc_: lUen 

on 15 Apri l that a s trike shoul d comm ence a t 6a . m. the 

fol ~ owing ~onday . However , t llis di d not t ake pl ace a s a 

ma ss meeting was called in London to di s cuss the matt er by 

the F. T. L.U. Clem .c.dwards , addressing the mee ting , repe a ted 

t he point made ' by other leaders that independent se ctional 

action would be of no av ail and that only united , co-ordina ted 

na tiona l a ction could be certa in of succe s s . Furthermore , 

a conferenc e of t he repre sentative s of the unions that went 

to make up F . 'l' .L.U. had been convened f or that day "in orde r 

t o de c ide what act ion should be t aken as a body .,,( 98 ) 

It was just a t this point that it se emed pos s ible a 

way ,:vould be found to break the deadlock in Hull . A meeting 

wa s held in the House of Co~~ons , at the persona l rather 

than the off icia l invit ation of the Pre s ident of the Board 

of Tra de , Mr. j'.iundella . This app ear s to hav e been a 

spontaneous r ather than a pre-arrange d meeting, s ince both 

Charles Wils on, in a contemp orary , confidentia l report, and 

Havelock Wils on in his autobiogr aphy , mainta in that whilst 

they were t a lking in the lobby with Alderman Woodhouse, an 

ex-mayor of Hull, Mundell a happened to walk by and suggested 

a meeting to discuss the Hull situation.(99) 

Those present a t the meeting were the Pr esident of 

--

the Board of Trade, lVIr. C.H. Wils on M. P., Sir Albert Rollit· M. P., 

98. Eastern lvIorninf,; News 17 April 11393 

99. Sh. Fed. Minutes of Pro c eedings 19 April 1893 (York II) 
p.7 and 8 
\Vi lson J •. H. My s tormy Voyage through Life op . ~o-:}.~~ p.274 
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Alderman J. T. Woo clhouse , ;'lIr. H2.velock Vlilson lJ! . P . , 

Mr . J . Burns M. P. and Ur. Llewellyn Smith (Labour Com~iscioncr 

of the Boa r d of Trade . ) The /meeting lasted over t wo hours , 

but draft proposals were "agreec. to for submi s s ion to the 

interest ed parti es and a truce in the hostiliti es was 

r ecommended . ,,(100 ) 

The t ext of the prop o s~l s was as follows : 

"1. 'Ve, the unioni sts , are pre par ed to work with 
non-unionists , provided they a re s uch of their own 
free will , no induc ement or preference of emp l oyment 
to be offered . 
2 . No obj ections will be r a i s ed to the f oremen and 
shipp i ng clerks severing their conne ction with the 
Docke r s ' Union provided they are allowe d the right 
to organis2.tions of their O\'ffi choice i f they think 
f it. 

3. The British Labour Exchange Registry and Shi pping 
Federation tickets not to be f orced upon the men , nor 
shall r egi s tration 'vvi th any association whatever be 
r egarded as a necessary condi tion of or give preference 
f or employment." (101) 

The propo sals did not conta in any spe cifically new 

pOints, wha t they did att empt to do was integr a t e the 

proposals from both employers and the trade unions in orde r 

to provide a basis for ne gotiation. Emphas i s was l a id on 

the f act that no inducement or preference would be offere d 

to free l abour, and the f act that, a lthough the British 

Labour Exchange wa s to remain open, regi stration was not to 

imply preference. On the other hand, the link between the 
I 

employers and the British Labour Exchange was apparently to 

remain, there being no reference to it s impartiality as 

re quired by the tra de unions . During the House of Commons 

100. Eastern Morning Ne~ 18 April 1893 
Shipping Gazette 21 April 1893 

101. Ibid 
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di s cussions there had be en ~ ome suggesti on that the Excha nce 

should be transferred frum t he Shi }) ovmors to the Board of 

Trade . It se ems very lmliy~e ly t hat the t i me would have 

been right f or such a move as the gove::cnr;,cnt Ii/J.S only making 

tentative forays into the industrial :celCltions field as 

illustrated by l'[undella 's introduction of the bill providing 

for concilia tion and arbitr2tion in 18.bour di s putes into 

the House of Commons, when he st a.ted th8.t the bill was 

"of a tentative char act er , elastic in its provisions and 

voluntar y in its oper a tion .,,( 102) 

The truce referred to nece sa it ated concess ions from 

both sides , on the one hand the cessation of the i mporta tion 

of l e,bour, and on the other the prevention of any extens ion 

of the s trike . It wa s fe lt initially that the se terms f ormed 

a positive ba s i s for negot i ation and indicated "a greater 

wi l lingne ss on the part of C.H. V/ilson to neeotia te.,, (103) 

This optimi sm was extremely short lived. Although an 

authorised statement from the House of Commons claimed that 

follo wing an expl ana tion of the terms of the draft agreement 

to a meeting of the Shipowners in Hull by Sir Albert TIollit 

and Alderman Voodhouse 

"the terms were f avourable r ec eived and in Hull the 
prospects f or an amicable settlement a re r egarded 
as hopeful." (10 4 ) 

102. Eastern Morning News 18 April 1893 

103. Shipping Gaze t te 21 April 1893 

104. Ibid 
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t he Shi pping :?edera tion I,vould not counten:.lnce theIn . A 

meeting of the Execut i v e CO D!"ai tt ec of t he Shi PI, ing F'ederation 

was held in London on the 18t h and i n an intervie~ with the 

Pres s afte r war ds , Laws s t a ted 

" \'/e repudiate t he who l e thir..g . We have no cOl"l.rlection 
\':i th thi s Hous e of Com:;lOns bu s iness - t hi s mini s terial 
interference with l abour. The ' iliole t hing i s monstrous . 
Its ultra vire s , it s illegal . " (105 ) 

It was arranged that a meeting of t he Executive Counci l 

would be held in York t he f ollowing day, the 19th , i n order 

to meet the Hul l Committ ee . The union , for the ir part , did 

seem prepare d to give t he proposals some cons idera tion but 

the r esult of t he ir deliberation was r ather pre- empted by 

the Shipping Federation decision and the subsequ ent York 

meeting . T illet however , de clared that the strikers "will 

not abate one jot . ,, (106 ) 

The Shipping Federa tion were certainly in no frame of 

mind to make concessions when they me t at York . Laws ' 

statement of the day before app ears to have a ccurately 

reflected their mood . The Parliamentary negotiations went 

directly against the agre ed policy of the pr evious meeting 

and the very respectability of the negotiations, incladinB 

as " they did the President qf the Boa rd of Trade, and the 

venue placed the Shipping Federation in a somewha t invidious 

position. Furthermore, the presence of Have lock Wilson not 

bnly undermined their first principle of refusing to 

105. Daily News 19 April 1893. The Minutes of the 
Shipping Federation Executive Committee meeting on 
18 April 1893 are not ext ant. 

106. Shipning Ga zette 21 April 189j 
Eas t ern Morning News 18 April 1893 
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negotiate vIi th tra de union l eaders, since it gave t he ir 

r e cogn ition, but s ince they \"le re an.-xious to make it cle8.T 

that the i Hsu e was confined to shore workers , they regarded 

this involvement a s an i mp ertinen c e . 

The Chairman commenced the meet ing by point ing out 

that the Federation had agre ed to support the Hull cowmittee . 

"no matter 'f;hat the consequences we re . It was also 
distinctly underst ood at tha t meeting that there 
we re t o be no furthe r interviews , or nee otiations 
of any other des cription , and further that the 
matter was not no vv an individual matt er .... b\J t 0 " ~...:..~ 
concerned the whole of the shi po\'.'l1ers of t he (107 ) 
Unit ed Ki ngdom r epresented by the Shi ppi ng Federation." 

Charles Wils on in r eply mainta ine d tha t the House of Commons . 

mee t i ng was not pr e- arranged and when appro a ched by 

Mr. "vlunde lla 

"I can ha rdly see tha t I c ould re s i s t the r eque s t of 
the Pre sident of the Boa r d of Trade without it being 
publi c ly known ••• in all probability it mi ght have 
damaged our cause with t he country a t l a r ge if I ha d 
:cefu sed ." (108 ) . 

Wilson and other members of the Hull Corrunittee reminde d the 

Executive Council of the intense local pres sure they were 

under to negotiate. Ho wever , they received no quarter from 

their f ellow shipowners . 

it 

·The first formal re s olution pa ssed by the meeting made 

" di s tinctly understood that they we re not in any way 
parties to the ca lling of the above inf ormal 
meeting a t the House of Comm ons ." (109) 

107. Sh . Fe d. (York II) op cit p.2 

108. Ibid p.9 

109. Ibid p.21 
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The Cha i rman then ma de thp. v ery i mport ant point that, in 

terms of the philosophy of the Shi PTJ inc Federation, Clls.rles 

ohlson did not underbt and the enoru i ty of Wi12.t he had clone 

in agreeing to t he draft pro posals . In g iving up the cl ause 

'free dom of contra ct to employ such men as thej deem suitable .' 

and to agree to the removal of any preferenc e he had 

" l:mrrendered our liberty of choosing what men vve think 
fit . It means we a r e to undo everything tha t ha s been 
done in the Federation up to the pr esent time . " (110 ) 

Nevertheless , whilst the Council condelllled Parliamentary 

interf erence and rejected the draft propos als a s they s tood , 

they did discuss them to see 

"how f a r t he s o-calle d· agreement will g o to 'lards 
furnishing anything like a ba s i s . " (Ill ) 

The reason for this appears to be s ome recognit ion of 

di s sension in the Hull r anks over the Fede r a tion s t ance 'hiOh 

i s i llustrated by the statement s of a director of the Hull 

Dock company and a repr esentative of the timber trade. The 

f ormer sta ted 

"we hav e ·to stand all the hurt of it. We hav e no 
int erest whatever in the Federation. ,,'le a re f i ght ing 
it out with them t o the best of our ability but we 
must not be asked t o fight i t out forever ." (112) 

110 . Ibid p .20 

111. Ibid 

112. Ibid p .69 
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~hile the l etter supported 

" 'rhe timber tra.de I,.vhich I re r re ~;ont has joined the 
Fede a tion, more rd tb. a vie\--l of ass istinL, in a 
genera l movenent, • • • t han f r om ~3.l1y Etb s olu t e 
nece ss ity on its part, ~nd it hQS been a tt acked 
and its l aboure r s' have be en ta{cn from it si;nply 
because it d id j oi.n the P0deration y not hec ause 
there was any qu arrel between the l eadere of the 
l e.bonrers cmd the timber trade . .. Now th8 strain 
upon the ti~ber merchant and I f~re say other 
me rchants and manufacturers, would be s o g r eat if 
thi s strike continue" • • . it \Vould be s i mply 
i mp ossible tha t v:e should sust 2.in it , and I "",,'QuId 
ask tha t it should be cOl1s i dered whet her the timber 
tra de and other trades l eave the Federation, the 
Federation v,' i11 be s o far weakened tha t it may be 
beaten by the men. 1I (113 ) 

Not surpri s i ngly this point was i gnore d by the mee ting . I t 

doe s indicate how essentia l it was tha t the ba ttle shoul d be . 

won in Hull , s i nc e i t was only with a wide ba se of suppor t 

f rom employers t hat t he Bri tish Labour Exchange could hope 

to succe ed. 

Th e main burden of t he discussion at the meet ing wa s 

a round the i s sue of pr eferenc e , whe ther the final r esolution 

s hould include explicit ref erence s or . ihether it should be 

only i mplicitly r eferred to under the umbrella of f re edom 

of contract to employ such men a s were deemed suitable. The 

meeting was divided between the t wo views. On t he side of 

explicit reference t here were tho s e who felt t hat if this 

was wha t was intended , it should be honestly s t ate d , and 

others who saw it as an opport unity of making the defea t of 

the men more sure. On the other side there were tho s e who 

saw the advant age of the broa der s t atement, becau s e 

it allowed them f r eedom to employ l a bour other t han through 

113. Ibid p.72 
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the r egi s try , and there was also 0. group who saw it as 

a means of s ettling t he di spute. ~heGe groups were not , of 

course , mutua lly exclus ive . 

The advantage of cl early stating preference , which vms 

the principle on v/hich the Labour Bxche.nge actually operated , 

was th8.t the victory , vyhen it C E'w.~c , would be more cO!!lpletc . 

However, t he disRdvantage would be, as one member of tha 

Council point ed out , a prolongation of t he s trike by some 

two or three we eks,(114) a s acrif ice which s ome members thought 

quite Vlorthwhile . 

The broader sta tement gave the i ndividu al employer much ' 

greater fre edom, as an employer stated 

"I have not abrogated my f re edom contra ct. I have 
freedom of choice, and I intend to exercise that 
according to my own swee t wi l l." (115) 

Of course it also meant that there was l ess commitment to 

the i~port ed l abour than there was under any preference 

clause which could be the basis of their pernanent employment . 

The employers generally saw the imported l abour as only 

a temporary expedient and were not anxious t 'o retain their 

services. In the ma in the re ason for this was the inefficiency 

of the l abour since "you want 4 or 5 unskilled men to do the 

work of a skilled man,, (116) i and the men s ent from London 

were regarded as "most imperfect" (117) since they only did 

114. Ibid p.99 

115. Ibid pp.95 

116. Sh. Fed. York I p .5~ 

117. Sh. Fed. York II p .72 
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" on an 8.vcraee about one-third of the v.'Ork of 3.n ordinary 

Hull docker.,, (118 ) In the event those who sup orted the 

use of the bro ader s t a t ement v!On the cl ay. 

In decidinB the fi~al wording of the cO~lrunique the r e 

was concern t o stress that the dispute and its se ttlement 

was conc erned with shore l abour . There we re several r easons 

f or thi s . In the f i r s t place , they did not want any 

confusion with the Federation ticket which appl i ed only t o 

seamen and was an i ssue which they r egarded as settled i n 

1891. Fur t hermore , under the ?r1erchant Shippi ng Act 1854 

s147 the Shipping Federation were pr evented from supplyi ng 

seamen and t hey want ed t o ensure that they could not be 

a ccus ed of act ing in brea ch of this section.(119) Finally 

it provided an opportuni ty t o di s cr edit Hav elock Wi lson a s 

a spokesman f or t he unions involved in the di sput es , since 

the matter di d not di rectly con cern his union members . This 

wa s particularly i mport ant a s he was the lea der mo s t involved 

in at tempting to bring about a na tional strike, and such a 

strike of the s eamen a t this time would have been di sastrous 

for the Shipping Federa tion. Rather unreali stically he was 

regarded by some a s having 

"engine ered t he strike from the beg i nning and that 
he i s t he man who has put the torch to the f ire and 
set Hull in fl ames ." (120) 

118. Sh .Fed. TlIinute s of Proceeding s 2 June 1893 p .40 

119. See Parliamentar y Deba tes Fourth Series Vol XII 1893 
Col.112 and 113. 

120. Sh.Fed. York II p .116 
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(11he statement i ssued a t the end of the meeting Jnade i i; 

clear that 

"these terms apply to i:1.- shore \,'o1'kers only , (12J ) 
i ncluding stevedores , lwnpers , and lie;htcrmen . " . 

and then went on to s t ate 

"The ollo\','ing arA th8 three ~lroros,ls :!l<tssed in 
r eply to tho:'3e fO_lluJ.ated at the meeting in the 
House of Cor:mlOl1fJ a s a memo r andum for a ba"' i s of 
negotiation: -

1. Unionists agree to worl{ VJi ti1 non-uni oni s t s . 
Employers wil l eneage any suitable men who 
are ready and willing to work in harmony 
with othor men , whether belonging to a union 
or not. Employers to be at liberty to engage 
any stevedore, whether a me,ber or connected 
with any union or not. 

2 . No obj ection to be r a ised to the f oremen and 
shipping clerks sev ering their connection with 
the Dockers ' Union provided they are allowed 
the right to organisations of their own choice 
if they think fit~ 

3. The Briti sh Labour Exchange t o be kep t open, the 
employer s insi sting on entire fre edom of contract 
in employing such men as t hey de em suit able ."(122 ) 

This differed in t wo main respects from the employers ' 

previous statements . Firstly , they refer to the problem of 

the stevedores directly , no doubt because they had been 

unable to resolve their dispute over a llocation of worlc in 

direct negotiation with the stevedore s themselves . Secondly , 

t hey ·expanded the clause relating to the Britioh Labour 

Exchange to . include the clause "employers insisting on entire 

121. Shipping Gazette 21 April 1893 

122. Ibid 
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f r eedom of cont r a ct i n employine such men as they deemed 

suit able " b ecause of the 8lilphas i s that had been pL c'3d on 

'no preferenc e ' in the House of Con, ons draft . 
- I 

This sta teli1ent put 3n end to ~lny hopes of an early 

settlement . The second Hou s e of Com~ons me eting , which 

Mundella ha d arranged in the hope that the draft proposals 

would provide a successful bas is of neg ot i a tion was 

cancelled s ince , a s Laws s tated 
" . 

"the FG deration ha d ha d no off icia l notification of 
it , and would not be in any way r epre s Gnted at it . 
If the c onferenc e Di shed to bring the dispute to a 
s ati sf a ct ory conclus ion , they ' I'ould have t o rGmembe r 
th[~ the right of t he ma s t ers to combine wa s just a s 
strong as the combi nat ion amone t he workers . " ( 123) 

Charle s Wils on s ent his apologies t o lVIl.lndell a and Tillet 

give s this a s the re a son f or the meeting not t ru{in~ place.(l24) 

Not unnaturally, the strikers in Hull fere frus trated 

by the intransigence of the Shipping Feder ation , especially 

a s hopes ha d be en r aised by the House of Commons initiative . 

This frustration s eems to have be en manifest in s ome violent 

incidents which were only shortlived, (12 5) but brought in 

their tra in increased protection in the form, f or example, 

of 150 mounted police from London bringing the tota l nunlber 

of extra policemen in Hull to 350 .(126 ) 

No doubt the men' s desperation was a lso r elated to their 

stat e of destitution . There ha d been f a irly r egul ar strike 

123. Ibid 28 Apri l 1893 

124. Ben Tillet' s diary 25 April 1893 

125. For det ails see Hull press 21 t o 24 April 1893 pa ssim 

126. ShiEping Ga ze t te '28 Apri l 1893 

1 
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pay of 6/ - per \veek ~ but obviou s l y funds were runnine low 

and the l eade r shi p made pl c.Ll1s for ou.tside assist8.nce . (1 27) 

It was a t thi s time estim8.t ed tha t 1 2 )0 00 me n r/crc involved 

in the dispute. 

By the end of the month, the Shipping Federation 

mainta ined that they ha d i mported 2 , 500 free l abourers into 

the port , ( 128 ) and even if there had been a:f sUbs t antia l nUJuber 

of loca l free l~bourers, it would have been i mpossible to 

work the port a t anything like it s normal l evel of activity . 

The Shipping Feder a tion weI e anxious to creat e the i mpre s s ion 

of normality_ In f a ct, the port was getting pr ogr es"' ively 

congested due to the l a ck of lighters . This meant the 

ves se l could only be unlo aded on the qu ay, and there was no 

cargo leaving the quays to pe t aken to mills and f actories 

up the river. In these circums t ances the way to create an 

impression of activity was to avoid 

"delay in the sailing of the weekly boats. That is a 
necessity. If you delay the weekly boats or the mail 
boats .the strikers will a t once say 'the port ha s got 
blocked; we are winning." (129) 

Keeping the weekly boats operating could be a problem in 

Hull since the H.S. M.F'-A. A., whose members were mainly 

employed in that trade, were fully supporting the strikers. 

In an interview with the Da ily Mail on 27 April, Charles 

Wilson denied that there were any · problems in the docks. · 

127. For example, see appeal for a ssistance from Dockers' 
Union dated 19 April 1893, published in the local preffi 

128. Sh.Fed. York II p .133 

129. 'Ibid p.136 
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He maint a ined t hey had only ' delayed orderine the necessar y 

men i n orde r t o give t he Hull dock ers 8. chance ' . Since the 

dockers hBd ShO\ffi no inclina~ion to return to ~ork , thi~ 

sUGgests there may hav e be en di ff iculty i n obt a ining 

su f f icient fre e l abourers . He a l s o compl a ined about the 

attitude of the Eastern Lorning News , which was showing 

gr eater sympathy f or the strikers , by s aying it was 'creating 

v ery great indignation in the ·tO Vfll.' 

In addition to the increasing problems of ke eping the 

port open the employers were continually being subjected to 

pre s sure to a ccept s ome form of conciliation or negotiation. 

There was condemnation in the national pres s , apart, of 

cours e, from The Times) for example, in t he Daily Chronicle 

of 21 April and the Lee ds Mercury, and l ater in the 

Shipping World 

"The Shipping Federa tion prolonge d thi s industrial war 
by declining to treat with the leaders and offi cers 
of the men ' s organisations ." (130) 

At a local level there VJere instances such a s a r atepayers' 

meeting held on 4 l llay where a r esolution was passed 

condemning the rl'Iunicipali ty for 

"putting the tovm to unreas onable expense by employing 
extra policemen and military, and having taken a one­
s ided part in the industrial struggle." (131) 

The tovm council, for their part, expressed the view that 

the employers should meet the representatives of the dockers. 

"One. party of the di s pute have been conciliatory from 
the commencement, and had offe red to concede three­
fourths of their posit ion . The Shippine Federat ion , 
however, will have none of it, they rely on their 
enormous wealth and inf luence to extra ct their own 
terms." (132) 

130. Shipping ¥orld 1 June 1893 
131 . 
132. 

Ea s tern rl10rning News 5 1ay 1893 
Re port of Council Deba.te in East ern Morning News 
5 May 1893 
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On the same day there was a deba te on t he strike i n 

Parliament and ilIr • Asqu ith , VJhi l s t att en ptine to be impart i a l, 

said, 

"I am only e ivine expr essi on to the univer sal f eeling 
which prevails in thi s House when I say t hat we 
earnestly ho pe 3. mee...ns mny be found to spe edily 
put an end to the di spute) ann t tat a gr ave r cs !,)ons ibility 
\'ill rest on the shoulde r s of e ither party i f the¥ refuse 
t o adopt reas onable means for t hat purpose ." (133 ) 

The Hull Committee of the Shipping Federation is sued 

a manifesto "in view of the persist ent misrepres entations 

which a re made in regard to t he a ttitude of the employer s in 

this disput e ." They concluded by s aying their proposal s . 

were ba s ed on the principl e of r ecipr'ocal fre edom and they 

f elt they could 

" submit them with confidence to the judgement of the 
public and the s cruti~y of every f a.ir and i mpartial 
mind." (134) 

The situation remained initially unchanged and during 

the second week in l~ay, follo 'ling a meeting .bet een the 

Hull Co~nittee and some members of the Executive Committee 

of the Shipping Federation on 9 May, the view 

"was firmly expressed that the Ji'ederation canno·t; in 
any way depart from the principles laid down at 

. York." (135) 

On the same day, Charles Wilson sounded a slightly more 

optimistic note when he said 

"we should be gl a d to receive overture s from the men." 

although he did add that any agreement Vlould have to be 

·on our terms.,,(136) 

133. ParI. Debates Vol.XII op cit Col.92 and 93 

134. Eastern morning News 5 May 1893 

135. Shipping Gazette 12 May 1893 
136. Ibid 
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li'o r t he men' s part , they s e emea. prepar ed to contip.ue the 

strug("l e providing 8088 form 0 f stril:e pay \','US forthcoEling, ~ 137 ) 
I 

Hov"ever , on 10 I.Iay (r om i't12mn , Hono r '-,ry Frcsident of t he 

Dockers ' Union, made t:.ln opportune v i s it to Hull and go.ve 

t wo conciliatory addr es ses . The s e attempt ed to ' take the 

heat ' out of the loca l s ituation by di s cussing t he wider 

i s sues ,ind a i ms vii th r;hich "t he t r ade unionists should conc ern 

themselves . He mnde t· ;o point s whi ch appear s i gnificant in 

t erms of the negotiation which l ater l ed t o s ettlement of 

the strike. Firstly, he ma de it clea r that i f the Federa tion 

would give a written undertaki ng that they ha d no intention 

of "taJdng any step whatsoever to destroy the union" the 

men would be pr epared to g o ba ck to work , and secondly, a 

point more directly f or the" men 

!lit would not matter much to them what particular 
phr ase ology mi ght be use d _. they had tra des unions 
a t heart." (138) 

These suggestions by Mann , a lthough little diffe rent 

from the views expressed by Tillet on 8 April, opened the 

way for public moves to bring the s trilce to an end. The 

problems which emerged in the ensuing days r eflected more 

the ef forts to save f a ce on both s ides than insurmountable , 
f a ctors in the negotiation. On the one hand the Shipping 

I 

Federation, following their Annual Gener al Meeting in 

~ondon on 12 May, sent a further 300 free l abourers to 

Hull on a month' s contra ct, and the loca l committee still 

r \n.a , ~1, 

138. Ibid 
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declined to tre at dire ctly wi th the men , insisting that all 

c ornrJUl1ic3.-Gion took pl o,ce throur;h et thir <.~_ l".:-r-c~r , tile ;\'ietyor , 

whil s t the men ' s Disputes Cornmi ttee took u~nbr2ge a t this 

involvement of t hos e not dire ctly i mplicat ed in t he disput e , 

and maint a ined t he f ina l conditions of t he SEttlement could 

only be de cided by a joint <?c rruni tte e of empl oyers and work­

men. Nevertheless , on 13 ,'lay t he cGlployers hrld a l engthy 

meeting and follo wine; thi s , in a l ettcr to the Mayor , 

re s t a ted the t hree main point s , knO\'m as t he ' York terma ', 

but of fered an exp l anation of Clau se 3, concc r ning the 

British Labour Exchange. 

"tha t neither registration a t the Briti s h Labour 
Exchang e nor membershi p of any un ion shall in 
it s elf ca r r y with i t either pr eference or prejudice 
in rega rd to employment ." (139 ) 

This expl anation did not emerge directly from this meeting , 

however. It ha d been submitted to the Shipping Federation 

Executive Cornmi ttee on 12 ~Iay by the Hull Committee when 

they 

" submitted terms of settlement of fered by the men , who 
had agreed to the thre e York conditions intact, with 
an explanation of Clause 3 which your Executive 

. conceded." (140 ) 

The 'explanation' was in fact an amendment whi ch had 

been agreed at a private me eting between .1r.Gr-otian, a Hull 

shipowner and members of the employers.' committee and 

Tom ~ann on 11 May . Ben Tillet wrote in his diary of the 

139. Hull Daily News 13 April 1893 

140. Sh.Fed. Documents Report 50 General Purpos es Committee 
to Executive Council 2 June 1893 . 
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strike , in an entry dat ed 11 May, after stating the 

expl anation, exactly 8.S viOrded above, th:Jt II j,ir . Grotian 

i s pl eclged to cJnendlJl.ent" and that it; had been ac;recd to 

by 'l.' om Mann and Tillct himself, sub j ect to II rat i fi cation 

and confirm8..ti on'~ (141) Phi s would. suggest cons iderable 

pri vate negotiation ha d t aken place unoff icially to ensure 

a basis of agreement before -any publi c statements were 

made , a wise pre caut i on aft er ~ the fias co of the House of 

Commons dr aft agreement. In fact , as early as late Apr i l 

t here are r eports of Mann having lengthy meetings wi t h 

Sir Al bert Rollit TII . P., in the hope of finding some bas i s 

f or negotia tion. (142 ) I t i s al s o of not e that neithe r 

Ben Tillet or Charl es Hilson seem to have been conspi cuously 

involved in t hi s di s cussion 1 no doubt be cause the i r pr evious 

public s t ance made any c ompromi se difficult . 

Foll owing minor manoeuvres fo r pos i t ion, the men's 

Dispute Commi t te e wrote to the Mayor on 16 May that they 

were pr epared to accept the thre e c onditions in the 

employers ' lett er of the 13th "together wi th the expl anation 

conta ined therein.,,(143) Once thi s agreement had been made 

the way was open f or t he employers t o count enan"ce direct 

meetings with the men in the fo rm of a joint committee to 

s~ttle local details . From thi s point the s trike r everted 

to being a loca l one, s i nce the Shipping Federation could 

retire ' gr a cefull y' from it s off icial invol v ement s i nce it 

could ar gue that, i n spite of the explanation, t he thre e 

141 . Ben Tillet' s di ary op cit 

142. East ern ,1orning News 21 April 1893 

143. Hull Dai ly NeVIS 20 I\1ay 1893 
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clauses aere ed as matt ers of principle at York had... been 

a cc epted by the men. 

The net;ot i ation cont i nued over t he local i~3 rJues f or 

a few days more ; these mainly concerned the det ails of the 

return t o work and which groups of workers should be 

required to sever their connec tion with the Dockers ' Union. 

Whilst this category was enlar ged in relation to the 

employers ' prev ious demands t? include docle gatemen , weigher s , 

bookers , gangsmen , berthing mast ers and 2\.ss i stant berthing 

masters , the employers did concede that docle f oremen and 

ass i stant dock f oremen could retain their union affili ation. (144 ) 

Fi nal agreement was r eached on Friday, 19 ~ay and work 

recommenced on Tuesday , 23 May. 

The i mplications of the strike and its se t t lement were 

not i mmedi a tely clear to either s i de . The empl oyers had to 

face t he problem of the enormous expenses of their campaign 

which could not be regarded a s an unqualified success s ince 

they had., a t least publicly, to sacrifice preference which 

was central to their philosophy, and perhaps more i mportant, 

the eff icient working of the Briti sh Labour hxchange . 

·A l a r g e part of the co s t a ro se from the employment of 

free labour. Charles Vlilso'n calculated 

"tha t a free l abourer, instead of costing about 4/6d 
a day cost from 9/- to 10/- a day without t aking 
into account the co s t to some one or another of housing 
him. Consequently we came t o the conclusion t ha t the 
cost of free l abour was about six times a s great a s 
the ordinary l abour." (145) 

144. Eastern Morning News and Hul l Daily News 20 May 1893 

145. Sh. Fed. Minutes of Proceedings 2 June 1893 p.40 
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~r'ihilst there ::lre no availabl e de t a iled accounts of the 

Hull strike , it i f'; pos sible to m~lce '::O:1lC estimc.te of the 

overal l co:.;t to tr.lc Federation . This , hO 'lever , i gnore s 

the direct co s t to the individtial employer and the indirect 

loss through the dislocation of trade. In June 1893 thp. 

Finance Committe e reported that it 'tiC.s estimate d 

"that the tota l strike expendi t ure together with the 
amount re quired to provide indcmni t JT lor members 
upon u sual terms, will be about 3d per ton . " (146 ) 

A ' normal' call was r aised on Id per t on and netted in the 

reg ion of ,£25,000 . In Se ptember the S8Jne comlili ttee stated 

t hat the Legal and Indemnity had passed cla i ms roaounting to 

£19,233 . 19s . 10d .(147) 

In addition to indemnity cla i ms , there had been an 

amount advanced from the Federation hea d office on a ccount 

of the stri ke , which stood, in September , a t £ 32 ,741 9s 3d .( 148 ) 

Apart from the question of the expenses of a major strike 

involving s hore l abour, the experienc e at Hull had a l s o 

illustrated the problems of v/orking ami cably ~/i th shore based 

146. Sh. Fed. Documents Report of the Finance Committee to 
the Executive Council 2 June 1893 

147. Ibid Report No .59 o~ the Finance Committee to the 
Exe cutive Council 29 September 1893 . The f olloViing 
February the Legal and Indemnit y Committee (Report No. 66 ) 
reported that a further amount of over £10, 000 had been 
agr eed in r espect of the strike. Some cl a ims were still 
out standing a t this s t age . 

148. Ibid Report No.59 . Thi s does not include the cose of 
the extra police , estimated at £9 , 000 f or "rhich the 
local authority \,\'ould be responsible , nor does t his 
include the cost of the military . See The Times 
1 June 1893. 



- 330 -

employ ees in the employment of free l abour . Thi s ~as , of 

course , a bas ic . rcQuirement to the succ css of the l ritish 

Labour Exchange . 

For exCtl1plc , the Hull and Barnsley Railv.'ay CtllQ Doel 

Company in the report of their half yearly meeting , (1~·9 ) 
stated that 

" they h:..d t hought it their duty t o join the Shipping 
Federation ••• but they must con£ess to extreme 
di sappointment that t hc action of the Federation hed 
not been as liberal tOTIards them as it ought •.• 
their Co . pany and the Hull Do ck COr.l:r-:any could have ' 
stopped the strike at any moment but they r el i ed on 
the liberality and goo d feel ing of the Shi pping 
Federation. If they di d not come to a satisfactory 
settlement t he ir do ckers mi ght not in the future , 
be handed over to the Federa t i on without an absolute 
guarantee for their own protection." (150 ) 

A director corrunented "they appear to have be en bitten by 

the Shipping Federation.,, (15l) A ye ar l ater the claims of 

both this company and the Timber Associat ion we r e still in 

the proce ss of arbitration.(~52) 

The employers certainly did not initia lly share the 

view of the Times editorial which s tated 

II At Hull, as elsewhere , the New Unionism has been 
de±~eated, but nowhere has the defe at be en so 
decisive or the surrender s o ab j ect ." (153) 

149. Report of the Hull and Barns ley Railwa;y and Dock Company 
1893 in Ben Tillet's diary op cit 

150. Ibid 

151. Ibid 

152. Sh . Fed . Do cuments Report No.71 of the Legal and Indemnity 
Commi ttee to the Exe cutive COU11Ci1 10 j',Tay 1894 

153. The Time s 20 May 1893 
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There wa s no reference to n-t:' Svc_ e..css o~ ""~ oS \r-i.~-e.. ~ e.d~e.V'\ -r~ 

OC' ~ the publ ished re port of the same date in 

Fa irpl ay. As a l ate r report stated 

"The extent of the New Union defe at 'Nas a t the time 
unce!'tain , and its f ar re a ching effect s he-ve only 
l ately pe en verified by admiss i on of the l eaders 
at their Trade Meetines . •• one l abour pape r 
de s cribing New Union sup~ort e r s as ' del ora lised and 
sc attered by t he devastat i ng effe ct of the l ate 
disput e .' II (1 54 ) 

This highlights one reason why the employers initia lly 

underestimated the i mpact of t he s trike; they ha d not 

realised the extent to which l abour was demorali sed and 

exhau sted both financially and spiritually . For the dockers 

a defea t in Hull was virtually a national defe at since their 

main strength in terms of membershi p and finance l ay in 

tha t port . An example of their demoralisation was the 

rela tive ease with which the employers were able to implement 

preference of employment for non-unionists within a few 

weeks of the end of the strike .(155 ) It is possible this 

had always been their intention , in spite of the ' explanations ' 

,in the settlement , particularly Lf the discussion over the 

advis'abili ty of overtly declaring in favour of preference 

at the second York meeting is taken into account. Furthermore , 

the Hull Dock Company had issued passes to the men which they 

were compelled to sign and by which the holder agre ed to work 

with union and non-union mell, an importa.nt condition as 

154. Sh .Fed . Document s Report No. 57 of the Genera l Purposes 
Committee to the Executive Council 29 September 1893 

155. ~astern illorning News 10 June 1893 
Hull Da ily News 8 June 1893 
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imported free l abourer s were s till working out their 

contracts i n the docks .( 156 ) 

For the unioni Qt s not directly invo l ved in the di~pute 

over the British Labour "Exchange, but who struck i n 

sympathy, s uch as the s eamen and firemen~ the out c ome of the 

strik e was even less sat i s f ac tory . I n Hull 

"they f re ely expre s sed t heir di ssati s f a ction with 
thc se t tlement . " ( 157 ) 

A di s s a ti s f a ction which mu s t hav e be en intens i f i ed when they 

f ound that in Hull for the f irs t time preference was being 

g iven to non-unioni s t s , or those who took the 'ederation 

ticket .( 158 ) The local H. S. H. F . A. A. f elt un'ble t o make any 

stand against this move and it wa s agr ee d that "in r egard 

to the ticket men u se their own d i s cretion . ,,(159 ) There were 

a ttempt s at severa l port s , including Hull (160 ) either to 

rega in lost ground over wages or prevent f urther reduct ions , 

but the se met with little suc cess . 

that 

The Shipp ing Federation were c orrect in their a sses ment 

"The effects of the Hull Strike r ea cted severely on 
the National Amalgamated Sa ilors ' and Firemen ' s Union, 
severa l of the stea dier branche s of which seceded . II (161J. ) 

An example of the l ast f aint was the se cession of the Grays 

( London) branch of the N. A. S. F .U. who se secretary , Mr. Mercer 

156. Shi pp ing Gazette 26 May 1893 

157. Ibid 

158 . Ea ste r n I ornin~~N ews 1 2 June 1893 

159. !,'y'I inute s of the H. S . M. F . A. A. 23 '!fay 1 893 

160. Shipp i:t:lJi..2azett ~ 26 May 1893 

161. Sh . E'ed. Do cument s Repor t No . 57 op cit 
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.:"ll'proac he6 the 1I . 3.~\~ . [" . A. A. uncler the gui se of the Hl:w 

Se 2:J~len ' s TJniJi.1 , Londo n , .]x~,rcssinr: the hope th~t they ';:oul d 

vl ork h<::trmoniously to{"cther , <:).n uT'}n"oe.ch ;-:11.ich Vias favourabl y 

. d (162 ) rece lve • 

The exten·t to ~hi ch the Shippinr Fede r a t ion still 

reg3.rded Havelock ~i'ilson 2.!1d the H.A . S. F . U. 8.S t he maj or 

pro tagoni st is ill u s tra t ed by t he i r s·t a t ement that the 

sev er e er fe cts of t he Hull Strike on the Se amen ' s Union meant 

t hey had 

"c ea sed to suppl y the fund s by ' :hich the ear lier 
dockers strikes had be en fomented , thi s removi ng 
the main source of di s turbance and t he controlling 
influenc e with the riverside workers . " (163 ) 

It is cert ainly true that t he weakening of the affiliat ed 

unions meant t hat the F. T.L. U. coul d no l onger act effectively . 

For exampl e , the H. S. M. I . A. A. had r es ol ved not to f ederate 

with any but loca l union with localised f inance , (164)thus 

undermining any i dea of effe ctive national action . This 

potential l oss of s trength was extremely i mportant because 

it wa s only unity of action,~ and the f a ilure of l abourers 

to respond to the British Labour Exchange t hrough loyalty 

to their Uni on organisations that the Hull s trike had lasted 

s o long. 
I 

It is perhap s ironic that by the time the Shipping 

Federation bec ame fully aware of the victory of their campa i gn 

162. Minute s of t he H. S. M. F . A. A. 21 June 1893 and 
Journal of Con~erc e 10 J uly 1893. 

163 . Sh . Fed . Document s Report No . 51 op cit 

164. Minute s of t he H . ~ . M . F . A . A . 23 l'i'Iay 1893 
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on behalf of the British Labour Excha.nge and free labour, 

its main objective the control of the supply , had become 
irreleYant. The de cline in mnri time activity hacl resulted 

j.n ma.ss une!1ployment and hence an overstocked labour market; 

the unions were defeated CL'YJ.d i n no position to make the 
employment of free l abour an issue, even had t hey wished 

", to do so. 

The extent to which the Shipping Federation were in 
a position to re-establish fr ee dom of contract was not, 

for the seamen , the most important outcome of the Hull 

strike . The N. A. S. F . U. had had to come to terms with the 
Federation Ticket in 1891 and although it was used more 

strictly i n some ports after the Spring of 1893 the position 

was only marginally changed. The three most important 

factors in t he outcome of the strike were that the Union, 

and in particular Hayelock Wilson, were dispirit d by the 

l ack of a national response to the thre~t of free labour; 
secondly the decinlation of the dockers' union and consequently 
the F.T .L.U meant that the seamen lost the support of t heir 
allies without whi ch much of their inluctrial strength was 
dissipated . But perhaps the most serious outcome for the 
long term development of the Union was the financial burden 
the strike pl a ced on an already wealcened organisation . In 
the autumn of 1893 it was stated that the N. A. S.F . U. had 
liabili ties of just under £4000 -,i th a declining income due 
in part to loss of membership and i n part to 

"The present serious lockout of the miners [vhic.Ql 
had most seriously affected the union reducing " 
t he weekly income by 501->" (165) 

The union attempted to overcome its difficulties by a series 
of retrenchments and re-organisations . The nu~ber of 

1 6::i . J ourna1 of Co :n;ne~ 14 November 1893 also see 

North Eastern ~ail~ Gazette 14, 15 and 16 November 1894 
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officials were drastically cut~ branche s wer e closed and 

entrance f ee3 were reduc ed to encourage r ecruitment . (166) 
These economies culminated In the volur.t ar:)T liquidation 

of t he N. A. S. F. U. in December 1894 . The motivation for 

tht s was to avoid t he union bei ng compul sorily s old up to 

me et the creditors . I~~ediately following t he liquidation 
a new union was forme d with the s ame of ficials and mem1?ership 

but unencumbered by debt. (167 ) This new or ganisa tion wa s 
known as the National Sailors ' and Firemen ' s Union which 
became the National Union of Seamen in 1926. 

'. 

\ 

166. Report of the Si xth Annual General Meeting of the N •. A •. S. F . u .. 
29 and 30 Oct ober 1894 
~~ Chr'onicl e 14 July 1894 a l so see Appendix IIA 

167. J'ournal of Commerc e 15 December 1894 



CHAPTER X 

cow:nr SIOiT 

The signific ance of the Hull strike lies in the 

extent to which it clearly illustrated hoVl funda.'TIantal 

the issue of free l abour had become for both the shipowner 

and the unskilled by 1893 . Since the unskilled , by 
I 

definition, had no skill to bargain with they were dependent 

on effective unionisation to provide i ndustrial strength 

which the accept8J."1.ce of free labour vlOuld completely 

undermine. For the employers the establishment of the 

principle of free labour ensured they retained control 

of the supply of l abour, or in their terms freedom of 

contract. 

The crucial threat of an alternative labour force 

which free l abour i mplied was not initially recognised 

l)y the N. A. S. F. U. At the time of its formation the assumption 

was that their membership would be respectable seamen and, 

as with the New Model unions, skill or at least experience 

would be the basis of their industrial strength . ' This was 

not as naive an a"s sumption as later experience might suagest . 
, 

Work in a sai ling ship d.id require skill and considerable 

experience , c:nd in a bargaining situation this was strengthened 

by the fact that many ports specialised in particular trades 

making substitution of labour less easy . Furthermore 

since previous experiences of u.nionisation had been at a 
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local level, where there was an i nherent community of 

interest and suspicion of ' strangers ', the thrGat of the 

u se of alternative l abour had been minimised . 

It was only when the or ganisation achi eved somet hing 

approaching national coverage that the ful l i mplicati ons 

of the technologi ca l changes the industry had undergone, 

especially in the years since the 1870s , were rea lised . 

The shift to steam , and the development of a three depart­

menta l s tructure, f a cilitate d the use of alternative l abour 

and undermined the homogeneity of the l abour forc e . The 

union, and particularly Havelock Wilson r ecogni sed that to 

be successful in any ma jor dispute it was vital to a chieve 

effective nationwide or&anisation of seam:.=! n and to ensure 

at t he very least the co-ope r ation of other waterside 

workers. 

However, the r apid growth of the union , from 670 i n 

November 1888 to 60,000 in May 1889, in part due to favourable 

economic condi 1;ions an'd wage gai n s and partly a r eflection 

of pervasive discontent, pre sented the uni.on ,vith considerable 

problems. To have created an eff icient branch structure to 

absorb t hi s massive m~mb ership in six months and co-ordinate 

a nat ional policy was virtually i mp os s ible. The origina l 

organi sation had , in line with its Amal erunat ed status , pl aced 

much emphasis on branch autonomy, since wage s were negot iated 

locally, and thi s could only we aken centra l control at a 

time of enormous increas cc i n membership. These di ffi culties 
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were exa cerbated by the f act t hat the new members had little 

i f any experience of union organisation and were , undoubtedly) 

attract ed by the i mmedi ate opportunity to i ncrease wages . 

This made retention of allegi anc e a problem, one already 

inherent in a seagoing membership, once vl~e ri ses had been 

obta i ne d. The individual member was le ss likely to be 

committed t o the ab stract threat posed by an alt ernative 

labour force and , ~herefore, le ss cO~1mitted to the union 

once t he mai n objective of t he N. A. S. _ .U . had shi fte d from 

improvements in condit ions to the establi shment of union 

ships or crews . 

It was in response to this br oadening of the N. A. S . F . U 

obj ective s t hat the shi povmers were prepared to subordinate 

their individual i nterests to the central authority of t he 

Shipping Fede r ation. Their preparedness to do so was based 

on the r ecognition t hat ihe resource of l abour could no 

longer be used unhindered, unionisation of serunen could 

be tolerated providing their only concern was conditions and 

wages , and in some areas were even encouraged locally. 

However this ceas ed to be the case when the unions pla ced 

constra ints on what the shipowners regarded as their i11alien-
.,. 

able rieht to freedom, of action in respect of labour . A 

right which was to be valued with the gr owth in t he size of 

the capital unit , t he price of which was primarily set 

internationally , whilst the variable cost of the efficient 

use of l abour , unde r t he control of the individual shipowner , 

was increasingly the bas i s of competitive a dvantage . The 
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shipovmer equated profitable comme-rcial operation with 

'freedom of contract' t hat is the right to u s e labour as 

he t hought fi.t. To a lesser extent there was evidenc e that 

the state was more prepared to i nfr inge t he liberty of the 

chipo vmer t han had previously been the cas e . 

The f orwation of t he Shi ppi ng J ederRtion was i ntended 
I 

ost encibly a s a unit ed defensive lneasure agains t the 

' encr oa chment ' of the N. A. S. F . U. It s main ne t tlod of operat ion 
I 

\ 'as to organise s ource s of free l abour t hu s enGuring their 

contro l over supply , and t he einployment of which wou l d be 

an oV'ert declaration of their i nt ention to employ homsoever 

they wished. 

~Che i mplement at ion of thi s sin~le .and apparently s i mple 

a i m pr oved nore complex than even the mos t ""rdent support er 

of the Federation anticipated . The ready allegi ance of all 

shipovmers was not fort hcoraing , s ince the Federat ion had 

little to offer t he l arge cOQpany i n port s such as Liverpool 

ancl Hu l l; t hese firms had t he r esources to de a l with any 

union i nt erferenc e , and indee d sone saw t he unions as a 

means of obtaining r eliable crews . In addit ion the assu mpt ion , 

that t he re was a r eady s ource of l abour , eager to be employed 
.,. 

and anxious to be ' fr ee ' proved to be a misca l culation. It 

was s oon appar ent the district bas ed, s elf-financing , organ­

i sat ion initially envisaged was impracticabl e . A c entra lised 

authori ty with a nationwide system of r ecr uitment of' labour, 

and acce ss to a pe.r;tn8.nent f ree l abour f orc e that could be 

u sed anywhere in the country, : ".,as essential i f the Pederation 
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were to succee d . This was to prove an expensive ope ration 

and disputes, where they arose, were costly. 

The earry success of the Federation cons olidate d its 

position a~ d increased membership but even though the Feder a tion 

Ticket be came theoretically compulsory f or searnen in February 

H591 it ·was only i n t r oduced p i e c emeal . To some extent the 

Federation neede d' a majo r confront ation in which the N. A. S . F .U 

WOoS' obvious l y de feate d and t he principle of free l abour 

firmly establi she d if it was to put a decisive end to union 

i nterference. 

By the time the Ti cket was est abli shed for seamen the 

shipo rrners had come to realise that their commercia l freedom 

could be a s eas ily i mpe ded by horeworkers as it could be 

by seamen . To ensure their ' freedom ' they n ee ded to apply 

their f ree l abour princ i ple to the waters i de workers , and 

particularly the dockers . This n ecessitated the co-ope r ation 

of the Rai l way and Dock Compani es in t he crusade and thj.s 

~as by no mea'Yls al.vays forthcomi!lg . The expens e of the 

Federati on' s oper a tions wer e such that the shipmmers were 

anxious thD.t other employers should be a r their full respons:­

ibility , particularly once the F .T.L.U. t hre atened co­

or .dinated national ac'tio!?: . It was to this end that t he idea 

of the British Labour Exchange was developed s o that the 

right of freedom of contra ct could be e s t ablished compre­

hensively nationwide by all employers of the unskilled, and 

succe s s in Hull, where the lli1ions r emained best organised, 

'ias essenti al to its adoption. Ironically by the time the 
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lfull strike was over the economic de pre ss ion was such that 

there was no 'need , or opportunity , to make the principle 

of free labour an is sue since t he consequ ent pl ent iful 

supply of l abour made union action little more than'an 

idle threat. 

The years 1887 to 1894 saw proof that the seamen were 

re spon s ive to, and capable of, perIllanent nationa l ore ani sation 

and witne ssed the commitment of sh:i. l:J o'!mers t o a co l l ective 

policy f or t he employment of l abour , thus fund<'1.ment ally 

altering mariti! e industrial relationships . -.Vhils t it 

can UL~doubtedly be a r gued t hat the decline of t he N. A. S.F .U. 

followed upon the setting up of the Shippi ng Federation t his 

should not be t aken as conclusive proof of cause and effect. 

The f ormation of the Federation co incided wit h and was to 

some extent dependent upon an economic dmvnturn in shi pping 

act i vity. Its succ ess was , t herefore , underpinned from t he 

beginni ng by economic ·factors whi ch made membership more 

attractive to shi powners and would have, re ~ardless of any 

employer a ctivity, weakened t he hold of the union over it s 

members. It is impossfbl~ to assess the importance 

of. the economic dovnturn -but it i s , perhaps , s i gnificant 

to no·~that ip the next prolonged boom, in 1 911, the N. S . F . U. 

was regenerated from a small nucleus despite the f act t hat 

the Shipping Federation had been operating a free l abour 

policy fo r t wenty years . 



DATE 
(Known to exist) 

1824 

1851 

1851 ,. 

1862 --

1866 

1871/2 

1872 

1872 

1871/2 

APPENDIX I 

SEAMEN'S TRADE UNIONS 1824 TO 1888 

TITLE 

Seamen's Loyal standard Association 

Sunderland Se~~en's Union 

Seamen' s United Protection Society 
(South Shields branch) 

North Shi elds Seamen's Protection 
Society 

Liverpool Seamen's Protection 
Society 

Hull Firemen's Mutual Association 

London Seamen's ~futual Protection 
Society 

Amalgamated British Seamen's 
Protection Society 

" 

It 

" 

Im1l Firemen 's Mutual Association 

C(1"1MEl'lTS 

Conference 14 Sept~~er 
attended by 12 branches 

Hernbers' cont ributions 
amounted to £287.2s2d. 

500 Benefit members 

Branches in Live~~ool 
(1878) Union of the Bull 

South Shields, Sunderlcmd ­
ana Seaha.~ 

Midd1es;,orough and 
Hartlepool 

Beca'l\e suspect 

SOURCE(l) 

Report for the Select Cc~mitte on 
COlT'.bination La",. 1825 - p.382 

Collection of Ha~d Bills and ?osters 
in South Shiel ds Publ i c Library Vol .l 

Rules for 185<:) 

Annual Statement 1861-1862 

The Times 10 September 1867 

Fletcher B. ' A Loc al Union in the 
Era of Ne ..... Unioni s m" p. l O 

R.C. on Labour C.SiOS Q 7606 

Taplin E.L. Llver~ool Dockers and 
S~ p.S5 

Th~ Times 16 May 1879 

Sunderland Daily E·::ho 14 Jan. 1880 

See R.C. on Labcur Appen-::ii x V:::01 and 
T.U.C~ R~~ort 1881 

Fletcher B. op.~it. p.ll 

...,. 
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DATE 

:i.873 

1879 

1880 

l8'i<) 

1880 

1881 

1881 

1884 

1886 

1883 

1886 

1887 

1888 

1888 

(l) 

TITLE 

United ~hipping Trades Council 
Liverpool 

Liverpool Seamen's and Firements 
Bo\.,l Uni on 

late r became 

Seamen and Firemen 's Union 
(Liverpool branch) 

North of England Sailors and 
Seagoing Firemen' s Association 

null ?-1arine Firemens Mutual 
hssociation. 

Hull Se amen ' 5 l~utual Association 

United Kingdom Sailors and 
Seagoing Firemen's Association 

United Seame n and Firemen's 
SOCiety - South Shields 

Seamens ~nd Firemen's Vigilance 
Associution~ London 

It A St!a'nen' s and Firemen $ s 
Society "( Aberdeen) 

Bristol Channel Ports Seamen's 
Defence League 

Hull Seamen and Marine Firemen 's 
Association 

SOURCE:-

United Mariners' - Benevole~t 
Society 

Seamen's Union (Goole) 

For full source s~ Bibliography • 

COMMENTS 

Membershi p vari~d from 
2740 (high 1875) 
970 (10'.4 1881) 
'little }<-~"lownt 

Founded 30 April 1871 
formed branches on North 
East Coast during late l880s 

May have continuous 
existences since 1871/2 

Existed a short tL~e 1883-5 

Amalgamation of the two 
Hull societies 

SOURCE 

T.U.C Repvrts 1873 to l88~ 

See Taplin E~L. op . cit. p~55 

Taplin E.L. op.cit. p.4 4 

Ibid p.55 

Sunde rland Caily Echo 1 May 187q 

Fletcher B. oPacit . p.ll 

Ibid 

Sunderl and Daily Echo 

Sunderl and r a ily Echo 25, 28 M~r~n 
4 June 1885 

R.C. on Labour Q 1025 

Buckley K.D . Trnde Unioni~m i n 
Aber deen p .30 

,...­
f-J-

Bristol Ti r..es & f1irror 27 & 28 April 1885 

Minutes of Hull Seamen and !,jari n~ 

Fi r emen ' s Amalq3~ated Association 
d 

Ljvernool Daily Post 12 ~ 14 S~pt~ 1888 
and Com:nonweal ' 22 Sept. 18e8 

Sunderland Hei'lld e Daily Pos t 23 ';uly l 8E 
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APPENDIX II 

SUMMARY OF AVAILABLE DATA ON THE M~1BE~SHIP AND FINANCE 

OF T'rlE NATIONAL AHALGAMATED SAILORS ' AND FIREMEN 'S U. _ON 

OF Gr~AT BRITAIN AND I RELAND 1887 - 18 4 

APPENDIX II A 

ESTIMATES OF MEMBERSHIP AND NUMBER OF BRN~CHES 

N.A.S.F.U. 188 7 t o l8q4(a) 

DATE MEMBERSHIP BRANCHES CCMMENTS SOURCE 

188 7 

Nov. 

Dec. 

1888 -
Sept. 

Sept. 

Nov. 

Nov. 

188q -
Jan. 

J an. 

Feb. 

Feb. 

Feb. 

... ~ar. 

\ Mar. 

Mar. 

Apr. 

May 

J une 

June 

July 

S~p . 

Oct. 

Dec . 

205 

237 

500 

670 

10,000 

10, 000 

7, 000 

12, 000 

35,000 

40,000 

40,000 

50,000 

549000 

65,000 

70,000 

60,000 

60-80,000 

65,000 

70,525 

3 

4 

23 

45 

35 

46 

47-51 

As date of 

Sunderland Herald & Daily Post 
23 Nov. 

Sunderland Daily Echo 13 Dec. 
r 

Congress T.U.C. Report 

'Seafaring ' April 27, 1889 

Weekly Echo & Times 2 Nov. 
(Sunderland ) 

'Seafaring ' 3 Nov. 

Commonweal 12 J an. 

Sunderland Daily Echo 21 J an. 

Commonweal 2 Feb. 

Justice 23 Feb. 

Commonweal 28 Feb. 

Sunderland D.ily Echo 4 Mar. 

Labour Elector 22 Mar. 

Only 28 actually • Seafaring ' 30 Mar. 
listed . 

' Seafaring ' 27 Aprc 

' Seafaring ' 18 May 

' Seafaring' 1 June 

' Seafaring ' 8 June 

' gross exaggeration ' 

As date of Congress 

Labour Elector 

T.U.C . Report 

6 July 

' Seafaring' 4 Har. 1890 

Claimed to' be exact Audited accounts as • bmitted 
to Registrar of Friendly 
SOCieties. 

____ ..J 



DA'i'E 

Aug .. 

Aug. 

S~p. 

Oct., 

Dec. 

J an. 

J an. 

Sep. 

Nov. 

Dec. 

Dec. 

18c)2 

June 

Sep. 

Oct. 

Oct. 

Dec. 

1893 -
J an. 

~ Apr .. 

Sep. 

Nov. 

Dec. 

HENBERSHI P 

70,000 

65 s000 

58, 780 

85,000 

60,000 

60,000 

80 ,000 

78,400 

40 ,000 

20,000 

18,000 

20,000 

20,000 

20,000 

20,000 

18,000 

20,000 

15 ,000 

BRANCHES 

iv 

co.'1I'£ NTS SOURCE 

Sunderland Herald 9 Aug. 

Sunded;md Her~l d 16 Allg ., 

As date of Congress ToU.C. Report 

52 A.G.M. Report N.A.S.F.U. 
'Seaf~ring 18 OCt .. 

80 

31 

30 

Registra.r of Fri endly Societies 
Report. 

Fairplay 16 J an. 

Journal of COI11'11erce 2g ,Jan. 

As date of Congress T ~ U.C . Report 

Evidence .T. Havelock R. C. on Labour Group B Vol.l 
Wilson Q g388 

Approximate ly Regi s trar of Friendly Societies 
eport. 

Based on number of Annual Report N .. A .. S.F.U .. 
branch accounts 

Fairplay 2 June 

As dat e of Congress T.U.C. Report 

Based on number of 
d~legates A.G.H. 

"approximately" 

Cl~imed as e,:;;:ct 

As date of Congress 

Based on number of 
delegat es A~G.M. 

Cla imed as exact 

Journal of Corrunerc(~ 4 Oct. 

Shipping Gazette 28 Oct. 

Registra.r of Friendly Societies 
Report . 

Shipping Gazette 6 Jan. 

Fairplay 7 Apri l 

'1' u. c. Report 

North Eastern Daily Gaz tte 
14 !ovo 

Registrar of F.ciendly Sodeti~s 
Report . 
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DATE MEMBERSHIP BRANCHES Co.'11'1ENTS SOURCE 

July 

July 

Sep. 

Sep. 

Oct. 

N.B. 

l O,OOO 

5,000 

5,000 

11 

13 

Based on number of 
branch r eports 

Seamen ' s Chroni cle 11 July 

Fairplay 13 July 

_____ ~eatn~D ' s _Cbronic1e 11 Aug. 

As date of Congress T.U.C4 Report 

Fairplay 28 Sep.· 

Based on number of A.G.M. Report N.A.S.F.U. 
delegates to A.GeM . 
Largely concentrated 
on North East Coast 

( a ) As with al l membership figures , these must be treated with caution; with 
reference to seafarers it must be r emember ed the figures loay be distorted 
by:-

1) Special provisions for a seagoing memberhsip , e.g. Rule IX Clause q 

"Any member who is three months or more i n arrears of contributions 
shall be out of compl iance ••• If any member be six months in 
arrears he shall be struck out from the list of members ." 

(N.A.S.F.U. Rules October 1891) 

2) The use of Privilege Cards discussed in the text . 
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APPENDIX IIB 

A SCATTERGRAPH OF E:3TITU.TES 0 :;' I'_'lEMB1~RSHIP OF THE 
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Entrance Fees 
(a) 

Contributions 

Total 

(b) 
Dispute Pay 

Benefits to Members 
I 
I 

Total 

Salaries of Branch , 
& H.Q. Official s 

I 
I 

Audited Membership 

I 

APPENDIX II C 

EXTRACTS FRCM ':mE AUDITED ACCOUNTS OF '!HE N.A.S.F.U. 
1889 

.£: ----s d 

26,599 .15. 7 

4,196.16. 3 

378.18. 5 

4,575.14. 8 ., 

70,525 

1810 
.£:--S d 

23,372.10. 2 

40,219.19. 6 

63,592. 9. 8 

7,118.12. 2 

1,881. 3.10 

8,999.16. ° . 

9,588. 4. 7 

60,000 

lwn 
.£: ---s d 

5,086. 4. 3 

28.868.13. 9(a) 

33, 954.18. ° 
24,869.18. 4 

3,253. 1. 4 

28,122.19. 8 

10,909.14. 4 
- --

20,000 

188g-1893 
1802 

f. ---s d 

3,594. 11. 2 

18,451. 4.10(a) 

1813 
f:. ~ d 

2,651. 7. 2 

<:),447. 7. 6 

22,045.16. 0 12,098014. 8 

2,770. 7. 6 544. 1. 7 
(c) 

1,670. S. 3 1, 099.18 . 8 

4,440.12. 9 1,643 .. 18 . 8 

9,779. 0. 5 6,929. 5. 1 

20,000 15,000 

(8 ) Representing total regular membership subscriptions for Legal, Shipwreck, Deaths Sick Fund and 
I . 

. N.B. 

(b) 

(c) 

General Purposes and excluding all special levys. 
I 

1811 includes £2,24l.9s.9d contribution to Parliamentary Fund 
18~2 i1cIUdes £1,4qO.15s.~d contribution to Parliamentary Fund 

I 
Including Lock-out pay in 18q2 
DeSignated Protection pay in l8g3 I - ; 
Does no~ include £247.l1s.6d Parliamentary Expenses. 

. ! I 

I 

<: 
1-" 
1-" 



APPENDIX III A 

DETAILS OF TONNAGE REGISTERED \<lITH 'l'HE SHIPPING FEDERATION AND CALLS PAID NOVEMBER 1890 TO J ULY 1893 

.DATE 

TONNAGE REPRES~~ED 

Steam 

Sail 

Total 

EoL.A.(Liverpoo1) 

Wilsons 

GRAND TOTAL 

CALL DATE(A) 

Amount of Call 
Actually collected 

NOVE¥U3ER 1890 

4,014,210 

1,017,061 

5,031,271 

5,.031,271 

1st Call Due 
November 1890 

f.23,231.19s.8d 

10 JULy 1891 8 J ANUP "'Y-- -J812 

5,184,182 

1,193,913 

6,378,015 

723,716 

7,101,811 

2nd Call Due 
April 1891 

f.22,277 , 18s.11d 

5,298,432 

1,018, 190 

6,316 ,622 

705,666 

7,022,288 

3rd Call Due 
Octobe r 1891 

£23,920.16s.3d 

27 J ANUARY 1893 

5,810,899 

1,376,854 

7,187,753 

744 , 046 

7,931,799 

4th Call Dtle 
Sept er.mer 189 2 

f.26,300.0s.0d 

CA) The Call was Id per ton on steam tonnage registered and td per t on for sailing to~~age. 

SOURCE:- Shipping Federation Minutes of Proceedings and Reports of the Finance Committee. 

12 MAY lSC)3 

5,773,1 29 

1~380,986 

7, 154,115 

"05,666 

148.116 

8, 00 7, s .:n 

5th Call 
due 

6th Call 

1 Hay 18 'B 4Ju1y 1893 
'--.r-..../'" 

£4C),"'l48 . 0s .0d 

<! 
1-'­
i-'­
i-'-
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APPENDIX III B 

EXTRACT FRCM THE STATEr1ENT OF ACCOUNTS m'" ~rHE SliIPPING FEDERNl'lON 

FOR ITS FIRST ACCOUNTING PERIOD 

SEPTEI1BER 10QO TO SEPTEMBER 1891 

I NCCh'!E 

TO FIRST CALL 
Amount received 

'ro SECOND CArJL 

Amount r eceived (a) 
Amount outstanding 

TO THIRD CALL 
Amount received 
Estimated amount due 
4th October 

To ~mployers Labour Assoc. 
To interest and disccunt 

£22 , 277.18s.11d 
£1,196. 9s . 2d 

£1,252.15s. Od 

£20,747. 5s. Od 

£23,231. i '1 s f.8d 

£.23,474. 8s.1d 

£22,000. Os.Od 
£: 665 .. 14s.2d 
£. 197. Os.ld 

£69,569 .. 2s.0d 

(n ) The main itt!lll in this total is the payment due from Thomas Wilsons of 
Hull which appears to have remained unpaid as the company left the 
Federation early in 1891. 

,EXPENDITURE 

Expenditure at Districts (including cost of 
free labour, i ndemnity claims 9 salaries and 
rent.) 

Central Office 

Travelling Expenses 

Legal and Professional charges 

Depreciation office furniture 

Formation expenses 

Bal ance 

£45,298 .115. 8d 

£. 4,390.l0s.0d 

£ 1,682 .155. Id 

£ 1,518.125. Od 

s:. 117. 65. 3d 

£. 4120 as. Od 

£16,149. 5s.lld 

£69,569. 2 s. Od . 



Af-PENDIX IV 

DETAILS OF DISPUTES AS REFERRED TO IN SHIPPING FEDERATI ON DOCU~~NTS 

AS FRCM FIRST ~-UAL GENERAL MEETING rA..ARCH 18q 1 'ro DEeD-mER 189 2 

WHERE RE!"ERRED TO IN 
REPORT DATED 

Cork - City of Cork 
Steam Packet Co. 

10.3.1891 
and 10.7.1891 

Dublin 

Derry 

Bristol (July) 

Swansea (August) 

Dundalk (AuQust) 

~~itstebl~ (Augus t) 

London - Hermitage & 
Carron wharve s (September) 

Mersey (September) 

Hull - Victoria Docks 

Dubli n (November 18~ 1) 

20.7.1891 
7.8.1891 

27.8.1891 

5.9.1891 

2.10.1891 

2 .. 10.1891 

2.10. 1891 

2.10.18Q1 

2.10.1891 

2.10 . 1811 

2.10.1891 

7.1.1891.. 

CAUSE 

'Politi c a1 f Loading and Discharging 
(steam \.;inches) 

Docker s ob j ect t hird t ally clerk, 
spreads as corn porters object 
steam vlinches and union men unloading 

Quay l abourers (unionised) object to 
s team crane s . I mported free labour 
made strike gener al. 

Free labour employed by stevedores 

Dockers v. Free Labour 

Dockers' strike 

Seamen's and Dockers' strike 

Labourers strike (over union 
aqree~cnt t o pr event p~~anent hands) 

Refusal to discharge E.L. A. ves~e1s 

METHOD OF SETTLEr~NT AND 
COST WrIERE KNO\oJN 

Free Labour texpenses for which 
wer e £ 7071 . St r ike lasted 3 mont hs . 

50 free l abourers sent ful ly 
equipped from t he Thzme s District , 
al so f rom Gl asgow. Cost £ 3, 200 
Dubl in ar ea organi sed b y Federation. 

Free l abour i mported . s t e arn 
established. 

Thame s Fre~ Labour i mpor ted -
strike collapsed . 

Coll apsed when f r ee l abour offe red 
f rom Dublin 

Settled by Tr.ames Di strict 

Fr ee Labour se t t led i t 

Free Labour settled it 

x 

Increased pay f or l aboure r s 1d per man Did not r eally t ake off - Federation 
(Gener al Strike c alled 1.lO.18Ql) not involved - VJo.ges . 

Corn porters re steam winches Lasted 10 days - Registry Office 
made over t o Free Labour - t i mely 
not i ce given .. 



WHERE 

Mersey (November/ 
December 1891 

Newcastle (January) 

Hull (April) 

Hull (May) 

Swansea (May) 

Belfast (Hay) 

Bristol (May ) 

Cheshire (August) 

Swansea (Septernber ) 

Bristol (Nove~~) 

REFERRED TO IN 
REPORT DATED 

27.4.18'12 

27.4.1892 

27.4.1892 

27.4.1892 

27.7.1892 

27.7.18')2 

27.7.1892 

27.718<)2 

27.10.18Q2 

27.10.189 2 

27.1.1893 

CAUSE 

Labour market disturbed 23 .11.18~1 
15.12.1891. Steamers boycotted by 
dockers because of free labour 

Dockers strike re new stevedore 
appointed 

January, February, fofarch - quiet 

Coal tippers - re free crews Isis 
and Rosalind - General Strike if 
free l abour imported by Dock company 

Dockers disturbed throughout. 

Dock strike 

Union v. Freemen (Dock Labour) 

Grain porters strike 

St riking bargement and saltworkers 
objected to free l abour 

Timber carriers not work with free 
men. 

Deal runn~rs strike. Vesee1s blocked 

METHOD OF SETTLEr·rENT AND 
COST "''HERE KNOh'N 

Employers Labour Association acting 
as Federation agents - no general strike 
because of threat of free l abour. 

No question of wages involved 
therefore Federat10n offered help from 
Tha~es but obtained from Forth district. 
Strike lasted two weeks. 

N.A.S.F.U. have no money , are losing 
me:nbers. 

Attempted to get Hull organi sed with 
Free Labour. Legal advice re Hull 
Docks Co.'s r e:1l'onetbility. 

Order of Mandamus applied for but 
docks took courage , free labour 
withdravm ufter problem solved . 

Collapsed as free l abour supplied 

Free Labour 

Free Labour 

Salt Union applied to Federa~icn for 
assistance - joined F~deration ~s a 
result. 

Receivers pleading strike clause not 
get other }.abourers. Feder ation had 
to send gangs frcm London - after 
notice to Home Secre t ary re police 
protection .. 

~ 
i-J. 

Timber rr:erchants Association of Bristol 
approached Federation - tr.~y offer~d 
labour on guarantee of cos ts (in orde= 
to encourage cargo receivers to do 
their bit - strike clause s addl e s shi?­
owner wi th liability) Free Labour 
settled strike. 
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