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Compelling account of a Labour hero: James ‘Dongaree’ Baird
E O’Connor’s new book, Rotten Prod, looks at the life of a boilermaker in Harland and Wolff’s shipyard
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Emmet O'Connor
December 03 2022 10:00 AM

  

James Baird was one of that extraordinary cohort of agitators thrown up by the
wave of syndicalist unrest in Ireland between 1917 and 1923. Like most of his
colleagues, he rose without trace, and disappeared just as mysteriously. Within
a few years of his departure, it seemed incredible that he or his kind could ever
have existed in Ireland. The enigma is compounded by the fact that since the
growth of interest in Belfast labour history in the 1970s, his name has
frequently popped into the literature on the shorter hours movement among
engineering workers in 1918, the 44 hours strike in 1919, the 1920 municipal
elections — the highpoint of post-war Labour radicalism in Belfast — the
shipyard expulsions, and the first elections to the Northern Ireland parliament
in 1921 with no biographical explanation.
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Nothing has been written on his background and career to 1918, his
engagement with the National Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union or the Irish Self-
Determination League in 1921–2, or on his family or personal life, though he
was married with six children. In another strange instance of occlusion, Baird’s
first-hand reports and observations on the workplace expulsions were given
prominence by Fr John Hassan in Facts and Figures of the Belfast Pogroms,
1920–22, which Hassan published under the pseudonym G. B. Kenna.

The exposé was to be issued by the fictional O’Connell Publishing Company in
Dublin as part of the Provisional Government’s propaganda war on the
Unionist regime, but a change in Dublin’s Northern policy in early August 1922,
from working against the Belfast government to working with it, led to Facts
and Figures being regarded as so incendiary that the print-run was almost
entirely pulped. Just 18 copies survived, and were circulated privately.

Baird then retreated into obscurity again until re-surfacing in 1922–4 as an
organiser in the south east with the Irish Transport and General Workers’
Union (ITGWU). After that, he vanished completely. A Rotten Prod xii
hagiography of his more famous daughter avoided her father’s turbulent life in
Ireland.

Baird’s career as a Labour agitator is all the more remarkable in that it took him
from one extremity of Ireland’s industrial, social, and political spectrum to the
other. From the north-east to the south-east was a big step. In Harland and
Wolff, he toiled as an artisan with the ‘black squad’, the men who did the heavy
iron work, in the biggest and most technically advanced industrial site in
Ireland.

Within three years, he would be organising agricultural labourers and county
council roadmen in Carlow, Kilkenny, and Waterford. In the shipyard, he
worked in an odd juxtaposition of Orangeism and militancy.
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In provincial Ireland, Baird was plunged into the very fluid conditions of
Ireland during the slump, in the febrile atmosphere of civil war. A Presbyterian
and a Rechabite, he was nearly elected to Dáil Éireann by the workers of
Waterford in 1923. The transition from the ‘black North’ to a nascent state still
shuddering from the effects of revolution at home and abroad, was one he was
eager to embrace. His experiences in Belfast had alienated him completely, not
just from Unionists, but from the amalgamateds, as the British-based unions
were known euphemistically in Ireland.

In the process he moved from one of Britain’s oldest craft unions to the upstart
and pointedly Irish ITGWU, founded by the maverick Big Jim Larkin in 1909.
The Boilermakers had originated as the Society of Friendly Boilermakers to
cater chiefly for men in railway workshops in Manchester in 1834. Members
addressed each other formally as ‘worthy brother’.

Dublin members of the Society were reported to be meeting in 1836, though its
first recorded Irish branch was the Good Samaritan Lodge established in
Belfast in 1841. In 1845 the union was renamed the United Friendly Boiler
Makers’ Society. To stay independent of the recently formed Amalgamated
Society of Engineers, Machinists, Smiths, Millwrights and Pattern Makers,
soon to be known simply as the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE), and
to reflect its increasing presence in shipbuilding, the Society became the
United Society of Boiler Makers and Iron Shipbuilders in 1852, and the United
Society of Boiler Makers and Iron and Steel Shipbuilders in 1898.

Read More

Author Jude Collins: ‘You never forget the painful encounters, but equally you
don’t forget the happy and exciting moments’

There’s more to fantasy fiction than Game of Thrones… 10 fantastic novels for
fans of the genre

The contrast with the syndicalist ITGWU could hardly have been greater. If the
Boilermakers could afford the luxury of benefit, the ITGWU emphasised
protection. And without an apprenticeship system to maintain a scarcity of
labour, protection had to mean militancy. Larkin’s union was largely made up
of dockers to begin with, and remained a force of unskilled labourers in the
main. Its early, revolutionary years took it on a roller-coaster ride. The 1913
lockout may have been heroic, but it left the ITGWU battered and bankrupt.

Drained by the defeat and the burden of running an organisation in retreat,
Larkin handed the union over to James Connolly and headed to America in
search of a new career in 1914. The ITGWU suffered further disruption after
Connolly took the Citizen Army into the Easter Rising. Liberty Hall was
shelled, members were interned, and Connolly was executed by the British on
12 May 1916. The tide turned in 1917, as the impact of the First World War on the
Irish economy extended from production in the shipyards and engineering
plants to consumption of food.
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In 1916 the ITGWU had 5,000 members. By 1920 it had 120,000, 60,000 of them
in agriculture. Organisers like Baird would have their work cut out attempting
to ‘hold the harvest’ in the slump that followed the wartime economic boom.

‘Rotten Prods’, the derogatory Unionist term for their Ulster Protestant
opponents and widely applied in 1920, are beginning to receive some attention.

In Ulster, the tendency was modified by the perception of the Liberals as soft
on Irish nationalism. Yet many northern Presbyterians did incline to the
Liberals. As late as the 1880s, Catholics and Presbyterians in Derry allied
against the Tories, who controlled the Corporation and were identified with the
Church of Ireland. Wrangles over parading strained relations and William
Gladstone’s conversion to Home Rule dealt a body blow to Ulster Liberalism,
though the tradition remained of some significance politically up to the third
Home Rule crisis.

Baird was not unusual as a ‘rotten Prod’. He was one of hundreds of union
activists who veered away from the amalgamateds to Irish Labour in
consequence of the 44 hours engineering strike in 1919, victimisation in
Belfast’s workplace expulsions in 1920, and the willingness of British unions to
accept wage cuts with the onset of the slump. But he was exceptional in leaving
a written record, however truncated, of his opinions and values, in going on to
make the journey from shipyard to farmyard, and in finding himself running
foul of the Free State Labour movement too. His is a rare story, not just of a
man too radical for Belfast but of one of the subalterns of the failed and
forgotten social revolution of 1917–23.

Extracted from Rotten Prod: The Unlikely Career of Dongaree Baird by Emmet
O’Connor, UCD Press, £27.40, available now.

Rotten Prod: The Unlikely Career of Dongaree Baird by Emmet O’Connor
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