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T H E I M PAC T A N D I N F LU E N C E
O F R E D C LY D E S I D E
Extract 1 – Revolt on the Clyde[William Gallacher, Revolt on the Clyde: An Autobiography, p. 234]

On the Saturday morning the troops marched with
all the paraphernalia of war and took possession of
the city. The Herald [Glasgow Herald] for February 8
commenting on these developments said:
“The panic of the civic and national authorities can only
be explained thus. They actually believed a Spartacus
coup was planned to start in Glasgow, and they were
prepared to suppress it at all costs.”
This is correct. A rising was expected. A rising should
have taken place. The workers were ready and able to
effect it: the leadership had never thought of it.
All the London newspapers sent up special
correspondents to write up the “revolt.” They came
in to find the military in control and the leaders of the
“revolt” safe behind bars.

Extract 2 – Potential for and Failureof Revolution?[C. Harvie, No Gods and Precious Few Heroes:Scotland since 1914,
page 16]

The scene was thus set for the legendary episode of
the Red Clyde. Left-wingers came to equate events
in war-time Glasgow with Russian Bolshevism
and French army mutinies – both 1917 – and the
German revolution of 1918, as part of a Europe-wide
communist démarche. The problem was: why had it not
been successful on the Clyde?
… Clydeside, a key arms production district where
skilled workers were in the majority, should have
provided a powerful level for revolution. As such its
problems have never lacked committed historians,
who see in it either useful morals for contemporary
industrial struggles or else a terrible wrong turning
– a socialist and nationalist revolution betrayed by
orthodox Labourism.
On reflection – was there ever actually or potentially a
revolutionary situation?
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CONTEMPORARY SOURCES

Source 1 – Fortnightly Report on ‘Revolutionary Organisations’[Metropolitan Police Special Branch Report to Cabinet, Jan 28 1919]

‘The outlook during the past fortnight has been rather dark … My Glasgow correspondent reports that the
revolutionary movement is certainly gaining ground, and he thinks that the strike threatened for next week must be
very carefully watched …
[John Maclean]
Since his release from prison, this man has been making a series of revolutionary speeches in Lancashire. He appears to
be convinced that the Social Revolution will come this year …
Though Maclean is mentally unstable, there is sufficient method in his speeches to attract large audiences. He begins
by telling them how he has been extraordinarily successful among soldiers and sailors. He then relates his sufferings in
prison … Then goes on to introduce the subject of Revolution.’

SOURCE: A. Cooke (et al.), Modern Scottish History Volume 5: Major Documents (Edinburgh, 2007); see Document 126:
‘Reports on Government Agencies on Unrest on the Clyde’, p. 276

Source 2 – John Maclean on Revolution – ‘Now’s the day and now’s the hour’[British Socialist Party newspaper The Call January 23, 1919]

We witness today what all Marxists naturally expected, the capitalist class of the world and their Governments joined
together in a most vigorously active attempt to crush Bolshevism in Russia and Spartacism in Germany. Bolshevism,
by the way, is Socialism triumphant, and Spartacism is Socialism in process of achieving triumph. This is the class war
on an international basis, a class war that must and will be fought out to the logical conclusion—the extinction of
capitalism everywhere.

NOTE: In concluding Maclean asserted: ‘All
revolutions have started on seemingly trifling economic
and political issues.’

SOURCE: The Call, January 23, 1919:
https://www.marxists.org/archive/maclean/
works/1919-ntd.htm

Teacher’s Note
For Trevor Royle, the Red Clyde is ‘a phenomenon’ not only producing an extensive literature but its own mythology
and is now ‘a cause of fierce argument and deep division.’ Its two distinct phases – ranging from the Rent Strikes and
munitions strikes of 1915-1916, to the post-war social upheaval and industrial unrest associated with Forty-Hour
Strike Movement in 1919 – ‘The Red Clydeside is central to Scotland’s experience during the First World War.’
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Teacher’s Note Continued
William Kenefick asserts likewise that these
prolonged periods of civil unrest and workingclass discontent should not be measured solely in
relation to the events taking place on the streets of
Glasgow, or the engineering and munitions factories
of Clydeside during and after the war (or indeed,
the years before the war). We must look beyond
Clydeside to better understand the story of Scotland’s
experience of a war: one that examines the role of
Scottish war resisters, the leadership of the anti-war
political left, the important and significant role played
by women, the national and international role of
political leaders such as John Maclean, and Scotland’s
relationship with Revolutionary Russia from 1917.

Source 3 – The Rent Strikes, Causeand Consequence[Forward, October 9, 1915: letter submitted by prominent ILP and
Clyde Workers Committee (CWC) member David Kirkwood –
deported to Edinburgh in 1916 for his role in the dilutions disputes].

Others question the revolutionary potential of Red
Clydeside (as noted in Extract 2 above). Chief among
the Red Clyde debunkers is Iain McLean, who argued
that ‘The Red Clydeside constructed in the excitable
minds of John Maclean and Sir Basil Thomson never
existed’. For him the most important consequence
of the first Red Clydeside was rent control and,
sometime after 1919, the later role played by leading
Red Clydeside MPs in parliament in passing the
historically significant Wheatley Housing Act in 1924.
The issue of Red Clydeside is clearly contentious and
the extracts and sources in this resource pack offer
different perspectives of the political impact of war
and post-war politics in Scotland.
But to what extent do these and other resources help
us better evaluate the significance of the war and how
Red Clydeside shaped future political developments
taking place in Scotland during and after the war and
through to the 1920s?
What follows are sources that focus on two main
events: (1) the Rent Strike of 1915 and (2) The FortyHour Movement in 1919.

SOURCE: The Clyde Rent Strikes – http://gdl.cdlr.
strath.ac.uk/redclyde/redclyeve05.htm

Teacher’s Note Continued
As Bill Knox argues, the rent strikes in Glasgow were
ultimately successful and led to the passing of the Rent
Restrictions Act of 1915. This Act and the subsequent
housing legislation which followed the end of the war
smashed the free market in urban housing rents.
By January 1919 the focus shifts to activities of the
Forty-Hour strike movement. It involved 40,000
engineering workers and during a demonstration of
70,000 workers on January 31, 1919 resulted in the
battle of George Square.
The event became known as ‘Bloody Friday.’
The following day some 10,000 troops accompanied
with machine guns and six tanks descended on the
streets of Glasgow to quell any further unrest.
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Source 4 (A) – Labour Unrest in Glasgow[The Illustrated London News, Page 12, February 8, 1919]

LABOUR UNREST IN GLASGOW: THE STRIKERS
AND THE POLICE
Image captions, clockwise from top left:

A STRIKER STRUCK: AN INCIDENT IN ONE OF
THE BATON CHARGES BY THE POLICE.
AMBULANCE WORK DURING THE
DISTURBANCE: AN INJURED POLICEMAN BEING
REMOVED TO HOSPITAL.
BARRICADED: POLICE RETURNING FROM A
BATON CHARGE IN NORTH FREDERICK STREET,
WHERE MISSILES WERE THROWN.
ONE OF THE THREE LEADERS ARRESTED:
WILLIAM GALLAGHER (THIRD FROM LEFT)
BANDAGED BY THE POLICE.
Below this series of photographs was the following
report:
	During the strike in Glasgow there was a certain
amount of disturbance on the part of a hooligan
element in the crowd on January 31, when the
Government’s refusal to yield to the strike leaders’ demands was announced to a mass meeting outside the City
Chambers. There was some throwing of bottles and other missiles by a number of young roughs. The Riot Act
was read by Sheriff Principal Mackenzie, who was slightly cut and bruised, as was the Chief Constable. The police
charged with batons, and three strike leaders, William Gallagher, Emmanuel Shinwell and David Kirkwood, were
arrested. Later they were allowed to speak from a window, and advised the strikers to disperse and meet on
Glasgow Green. There a further collision with the police took place, but there were no cases of serious injury.
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Source 4 (B) – The Strike in Glasgow[The Illustrated London News, Page 14, February 8, 1919]

THE STRIKE IN GLASGOW: SOLDIERS ARRIVE TO
KEEP ORDER
Image captions, clockwise from top left:

WITH FIXED BAYONETS, AND MOSTLY WEARING
STEEL HELMETS, SOLDIERS ESCORTING A
TRANSPORT WAGON.
MILITARY ACTION IN GLASGOW: SOLDIERS
GUARDING A RAILWAY BRIDGE OVER THE CLYDE.
A DEMONSTRATION OF MILITARY FORCE: THE
ARRIVAL OF TROOPS IN GLASGOW TO TAKE THE
SITUATION IN HAND MARCHING PAST THE CITY
CHAMBERS.
Below this series of photographs was the following
report:
On the morning of February 1, a large body of troops
	
arrived at Glasgow to assist the authorities in preserving
order in the city. The men were in full service kit, and for the most part were wearing steel helmets. Their presence
had a salutary effect on the irresponsible hooligans in the crowd who had been the chief cause of the disturbance.
The strike leaders themselves, through their paper, the “Strike Bulletin,” made it known that the workers had “no
desire or intention” of providing opportunities for the use of arms against them. Many of the strikers were unwilling
participants in the strike, which had mainly been kept going by the system of “massed picketing” to prevent men from
continuing at work. An instance of this outside the gates of a Glasgow factory is illustrated on the opposite page.

NOTE: The reference in the text above to “massed
picketing” ‘on the opposite page’ relates to the photo
right which was at the top of page 12 - Illustrated London
News)

Teacher’s Note
By mid-February large scale troop withdrawal meant
that the provisional military occupation of Glasgow
was over. The forty-hour strike had all but collapsed
and the strike committee eventually agreed on a 47
hour week. But as with the munitions disputes of
1916 the strike leaders of the CWC were arrested
and made court appearances, followed by fines and
imprisonment for David Kirkwood, William Gallagher
and Emmanuel Shinwell.
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Image caption: HOW THE STRIKE WAS CHIEFLY

KEPT GOING: “MASSED PICKETING” OUTSIDE A
FACTORY.
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Teacher’s Note Continued
In terms of the Red Clydeside the real and effective revolution was constitutional and political. In Scotland this
political movement was led by the ILP. In the aftermath of war and throughout the interwar years this resulted in the
political decline of the Liberal Party and the rise of the Labour and Conservative Parties.
In 1922 the ILP and Labour won 29 seats capturing 32.2% of the vote (plus a socialist prohibitionist in Dundee and a
Communist at Motherwell). Labour increased their share of the vote to 35.9% in the 1923 election, rising to 41.1%
in 1924 and 42.4% by the general election of 1929 with a majority of 36 MPs in Scotland. (Harvie, page 90.)
The drive behind this political breakthrough was the ILP, and in Scotland the vast majority of MPs were members of
the ILP. Put simply, the ILP was the Labour Party in Scotland. (Kenefick, Red Scotland, page 191.)
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