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THE ACTION OF THE GOVERNMENT

IN RESPECT TO THE

MANUFACTURE AND SALE OF TWINE

PRODUCED BY CONVICT LABOUR

Let rne say that the criticisms indulged in in respect to the industrial employment
of convicts in the penitentiary has not escaped my attention. On the contrary, I have
noted with care everything of importance that has been said, and I am always prepared
to profit by any suggestions that I believe would be advantageous to the public in the

management of these institutions.

Sometimes matters which are indeed of a trifling character from a financial point of

view, become sources of not a little political importance by reason of the personal interest

which a large number o( the community may have in respect to them. The binder twine
industry is, in some measure, a matter of this sort. The manufactory of this twine was
introduced into the Kingston Penitentiary a few years ago, for the purpose of giving

employment to a number of the convicts, and so enable them to earn, at least, a portion

of the cost of their maintenance, and, to that extent, relieve the public treasury from
what would be otherwise a necessary burden.

One of the difficult problems with which the State has to deal, is—how is it to give

suitable employment to its prison population 1 There can be no doubt that if those

persons were industrious and honest they would be at large, and, by their labour, would
be entering into competition with every other labourer engaged in similar pursuits in the

country. But being neither honest, nor, for the most part, industrious, it became
important that employment should be found for them, and that they should be so

employed as to impose as little charge upon the rest of the community, as possible, and
it is an important problem to solve what that employment shall be, and in what pursuits

convicts may engage, so as to make the institutions in which they are confined, so far as

possible, self-supporting. It must always be borne in mind, that the industrial and law-

abiding portion of the community are not only maintaining themselves, and bearing the
ordinary charges of government, but they are also burdened for the purpose of support
ing those who have offended against the laws of the country, and wTho, it is believed,

cannot, with a due regard to the interests of society, be allowed to remain without
restraint.

There is also another important question in connection with this one of convict
labour, to be taken into account. While many of those who have been convicted of

offences against the law, are sent to the jails and to the penitentiaries, and are pre-dis

posed to crime, and belong to that class who are both morally and physically degenerates
there are a large number of persons, who, from want of proper parental over-sight, it

may be, or for some other cause in the first instance, or from association with the idle

and the vicious, are drawn into crime, who are not necessarily of the criminal class, and
who may be cured of their criminal tendencies, and made law-abiding citizens. One of

the objects of the state, must always be, acting on humane and Christian principles, to

\2i
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endeavour to reform this class ; and in order that this may be accomplished, especially

in the case of those who are young, it is important that the pursuits in which they are

engaged during con6nement shall be of a kind in which they may find employment,
when they are either discharged from the penitentiaries, or from official surveillance, if

they are already at large, on parole.

Very great complaint was made at one time, that the penitentiaries, by being con-

verted into industrial establishments, were in danger of damaging the business of those

who had invested their own money, and were legitimately engaged in manufacturing
pursuits, with which the industrial branches of the penitentiaries came into active

competition. Now, I am not going to enter into a discussion of this question further

than to say, that it has been one of the aims of the Government, in the management of

the industrial side of the penitentiaries, to avoid, as far as possible, unfair competition

with those who are engaged in similar pursuits, and who are giving employment to

honest and industrious men. With this end in view, care has been taken, not to enter

into injurious competition with ordinary manufacturing, and by dealing with the con-

sumers at very reduced rates, to ruin the business of those who have invested their

capital in similar enterprises, and who are paying fair wages to those whom they have
employed. Indeed, it is scarcely possible for an official institution to enter into active

competition, in the way that has sometimes been advocated, and which we have been
criticised for not adopting, and were the attempt made it would certainly end in failure.

The Government cannot advantageously employ commercial agents, pay their ex-

penses, and send them abroad through the country, to make sales to retail dealers, and
become an active competitor, without the risk of very great loss, and without incurring

very great expense. I shall show you, our predecessors tried the experiment for two
seasons, and the result of that trial, was not such as to induce us to make a further ex-

periment on the same line. The certain results of such course, if persisted in, would be

failure, with discredit to the Minister by whom such a policy was adopted. But it has

been intimated, not so much that the system was wrong, as that there has been a ring

formed for the purpose of bleeding the farmers who require binder twine, and of making
enormous profits at their expense. No statement could be more unfounded, none more
destitute of all foundation in fact.

This matter is of sufficient importance, in the face of the criticisms that were

indulged in in the House of Commons, last session, by Mr. Taylor, Dr. Sproule and
others, to justify me in going somewhat more into detail than I would be otherwise

inclined to do. The experiment made by our predecessors in office, in 1895, was not

one in any way advantageous to the public interest, as a portion of the price is still

unpaid. In February, 1896, the late Government resolved to sell the binder twine by
an agent to retail dealers. He was to be paid a commission of ten per cent for his

services. Let me ask by whom was this payment of ten per cent to be borne 1 Was
it to be added to the price, or was it to be a loss borne by the public 1 But this by
the way. Four applications were received—from Mr. Rees, Mr. Mucklestone, Mr. Chown
and Mr. Kelly of Montreal. Mr. Rees wrote Mr. George Taylor, the member for

Leeds, asking for his support. Mr. Taylor forwarded this letter to Mr. Dickey, and
accompanied it with a recommendation which stated that Mr. Rees was supported by
the friends of the Government in his locality. Mr. Mucklestone wrote Mr. Taylor, and
Mr. Taylor forwarded Mr. Mucklestone's letter to Mr. Dickey, Minister of Justice, and
he added a note at the bottom, in which he informed the Minister that he had written

Mr. Mucklestone, and he told Mr. Mucklestone that, in his communication to the

Minister of Justice, he had pronounced him a first-class man for the position. And so

Mr. Taylor persuaded both Mr. Rees and Mr. Mucklestone that he was actively support-

ing each of them, although he knew that the intention was to appoint but one agent.

Both were grateful to Mr. Taylor for his support. Mr. Mucklestone was supported by
Mr. Haggart, Sir Mackenzie Bowell, Hon. J. F. Wood, Mr. Uriah Wilson, M.P., and
Mr. Hugh John Macdonald; but Mr. Macdonald was explicit in his statement that he
supported Mr. Mucklestone for appointment in Ontario only—that in Manitoba it was
not advisable to entrust the sale of binder twine to an outsider—that the province was
jealous of its rights—that the provincial feeling was unusually strong, and that it would
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be better to appoint some business man in the province, rather than to appoint a person
from outside. At all events, it was felt that an active friend among the farmers,

abroad at the time of a general election, to talk cheap binder twine, would be an agent,

nob without political importance, and so a suitable one must be had. Neither of Mr.
Taylor's men was taken.

An agreement was ultimately made with Mr. Kelly to sell for the Government the

output of the year. The first three months of 1896 seemed to have been taken up in

deciding which of the candidates for employment was to be preferred. Mr. Kelly, an
employee of the Cordage Company, was to be agent for a period of five year:2

, ending the

1st day of September, 1900. The agent was to be personally responsible for the

aggregate value of the twine sold, at the price fixed, less 10 per cent of its value, which
was to be his compensation for his services. He was to give security for $30,000 and
the outstanding credit at any time was not to exceed $20,000. Mr. Kelly was
appointed, and the ostensible reason for this appointment was, that he was supported

by a firm of contractors who were largely interested in the cordage business, who were
identified with the cordage trade, and, it was said, that his appointment would cause

less friction with other manufacturers, than the appointment of any one of the other

candidates. The security which Mr. Kelly offered, was a security against any fraud on
his p-irt, but not a security for the payment of the value of the twine which he received

for sale ; he declined to be answerable for the debts of the purchasers, and so, being

unable to give the security required, the arrangements made with him were terminated

in August, 1896. Yet, after this policy of a sale upon commission had been tried, and
had absolutely failed, Mr. Taylor informs Parliament that the sale by our predecessors

in office had always been a sale by public tender in the open market, when it is per-

fectly clear that the course of action to which the late Government was committed, did

not admit of tender at all. It must be borne in mind, that the amount of twine manu-
factured at the Kingston Penitentiary is about five hundred tons a year, while the

amount consumed in the country is not less than eight times that quantity, and if we
were to reduce the cost to the purchaser to the mere cost of the production, on this five

hundred tons, it could not relieve the consumers generally, for there would be still, at

least 3,500 tons, or more yearly required for consumption, that must be obtained else-

where, and could oniy be obtained at the market value from those who engaged in the

business because they hoped to make reasonable profits upon the product of their skill,

their industry and their capital. In fact, we might succeed in closing up the private

manufactories, and throw a very industrious population employed in them, out of

work.

Now, Mr. Taylor, in the House of Commons last session, undertook to show that

there has been something wrong, in the sale of the twine produced at the Kingston
Penitentiary. In that effort I need not say he was not successful ; he could not be,

because there was nothing done, that was not done in a straightforward manner, either

by my predecessor, Sir Oliver Mowat, or since, by myself.

Mr. Taylor said that he would prove that the Government sold the output of binder

twine at the penitentiary, as soon as it was made in 1896, without tender, and handed
it over to the Hobbs Hardware Co This statement is wholly without any foundation

in fact. The sale was not made to the Hobbs Hardware Company at all, but to Coll

Bros, of St. John ; it was a sale after tenders had been publicly called for by advertise-

ment. It was made in December, 1896, and was due to the fact that the twine which
had been produced during the previous winter and summer had not been marketed

—

that the attempt to make retail sales, as it was supposed for the accommodation of the

consumers throughout the country, had been a failure— and so Messrs. Coll Brothers

were purchasers, and could only be purchasers for consumption in the following year.

Now, this sale which had been made to Coll Bros, was assigned by them on the 25th Janu-
arv, 1897, to the Hobbs Hardware Co., who were dealers, in a large way, in binder twine.

The Coll Bros, were as free to sell to the Hobbs Hardware Co. as they were to any one
else. The transaction, so far as I know, was one into which the parties had a right to

enter, and over which the Government had no kind of control. Mr. Taylor says the

twine was sold by the department at 4 cents. The fact is, that the contract was as



6 MANUFACTURE AND SALE OF TWINE.

63 VICTORIA, A. 1900

follows :—Sisal, 4 cents ; Beaver 4J cents ; Maple Leaf, 5 cents. The Hobbs Hard-
ware Co. agreed to accept delivery of the twine, and to pay the department in con-

formity with the agreement that had been effected with Coll Bros. The object of the

sale for cash was to make certain of receiving payment. The twine, I believe, was
fairly good, when made, but it had been retained too long on hand, and the oil which is

necessary to its pliability, and to its running freely upon the reels of the reapers, had,

in a measure, dried out, and our experience was of such a character, as to make it most
desirable thereafter, to dispose of all the twine, made in the penitentiary during the

season in which it is manufactured.

Mr. Taylor says that the late Government disposed of twine by supplying mer-

chants all over the country, and sending their agents out, and forcing other manu-
facturers to do the same in order to get their goods on the market. Did they ?—How
then was it that we find a whole year's production on hand, after the harvest season

was over ? Mr. Taylor also says, that the Government got paid for the sales which
they made. This is a mistake. A part of the twine then sold is still unpaid for, and
a suit by the Crown for about $9,000 is pending in the Exchequer Court in respect to it.

But, the system had been, in every way most unsatisfactory, and far from successful,

and the sale to Coll Bros, in September, 1896, of twine that ought to have been sold in

the preceding February or March, shows how complete a failure the system of the late

Government was. What, then, was the result of this effort to create a little political

patronage, by the appointment of an agent, which ultimately failed 1—Simply this : That
on the 6th of August, 1866, the penitentiary warden represented that they had on hand
1,001,550 pounds of twine, after the harvest season was over, and when no sales could

be made except for consumption in the following year, when, by the deterioration in

quality, a loss would be sustained.

Mr. Taylor made a personal attack upon the Prime Minister. He said that he was
under obligations to Messrs. Bate & Sons. This charge Mr. Taylor was compelled to

withdraw the next day. Nor were the other statements Mr. Taylor made, in any degree,

more accurate. The Prime Minister, I am certain, knew nothing about the tender by
Messrs. Bate & Sons, nor the result. Mr. Taylor said that Messrs. Bate & Sons, besides

purchasing the output of the Kingston Penitentiary, controlled the output of the Brant-

ford factory, and that, as a consequence of this monopoly, the firm had sold their twine

at 13J cents a pound, and Dr. Sproule declares as high as 16 cents a pound. T need
not say that for neither of these statements—either as to the monopoly or as to prices

—

was there the slightest foundation in fact. I am perfectly sure that neither Mr. Taylor

nor Dr. Sproule had in his possession any evidence that would justify the statement

which he made. The only year in which the output of the Brantford factory was con-

trolled by the purchasers of the Kingston product, was in 1895, under the preceding

Government. We sold the product of the Kingston penitentiary in 1898 to Messrs.

Bate & Sons. Their tender was the only one received. But it furnished us a small

margin of profit upon the cost of production. They sold the twine not long after, to

another party at a very moderate advance in price, and this, I believe, is the extent of

their dealing in binder twine. From no other manufacturer did they purchase. So
much for the talk about monopolies.

I have taken the trouble to communicate with several dealers, and I have from
them conclusive evidence that there was no ring, and no combination of any sort to put
up the price to the consumer. The various wholesale dealers and manufacturers sold

their twine to those engaged in the retail trade throughout the country, in such quanti-

ties as they were likely to find a market for in their own locality. The variation in the

prices received, contradicts the story of any understanding between them, and shows that

the price, at which they sold to the retail dealers, does not differ very widely from the

price which we received from the wholesale purchaser. Of course, the retail dealer asks

more for what he sells than the price paid. No one engages in any business without
expecting to make a profit, and if he cannot do this he will not continue in it. Last
year, owing to the war in the Phillipine Islands, the price of the raw material was
greatly enhanced, and the dealers who had twine on hand, which had been made when
the price was lower, naturally took advantage of their opportunity to sell their twine at
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an increased price. I do not know any traders who do not. I do not know, otherwise,

how they could continue in business. They are compelled to submit to losses when they
sell in a falling market, and it is but reasonable that they should have an opportunity
of taking advantage of a market when it is favourable to them. The farmer is not
expected to sell the products of his farm for less than the market rate ; they never rise

beyond the price that he is willing to take and so, what in no case would he do himself,

does he deny to others—the right to make the best of their opportunities. The retail

dealers in binder twine certainly ask more than they pay, because, in the first place,

they take the risk of loss, should the price fall ; in the second place, they are not always
certain that they can sell what they have purchased during the current season, and so

may be obliged to carry a portion over to the following year, when they may lose both
on account of lower rates and a depreciation in value.

I will take the transactions in binder twine in the county of Grey as an illustration,

and I do so because Dr. Sproule, who represents a portion of that county, is one of the

adverse critics. There the Plymouth agencies sold their twine to numerous dealers,

whose names I have before me, at from 5| to 7 «^ents a pound, with a reduction of $5 a

ton on car lots. The average price received from the retail merchants, by the wholesale

dealers, was 6 cents a pound. The Hobbs Co. sold in the village of Markdale, in which
Dr. Sproule resides, binder twine at from 5J to 6\ cents a pound. The average which
they received for the quantities that they sold in the county of Grey, was, as near as

may be, 6 cents a pound. And the sales of the Deering Co., of Chicago, in the same
county, averaged 5J cents a pound, or a little Jess than the amount received by some of

the other companies. These facts show conclusively that there was no combination
amongst the wholesale dealers and manufacturers to put up the price to the consumers.

If there was combination at all it must have been by others after the article had been
marketed by them, and after they had ceased to have any control over it. It

requires but a moment's consideration to show that there could be no combination
amongst the retail dealers. There are several thousands of persons engaged in the retail

trade, which is an accommodation to the farmer, who seldom purchases the twine until

he actually needs it ; and to assume that there is any combination among the hardware
men in any part of the country, who keep this article for the purpose of accommodating
their farm customers, is too preposterous to require any serious refutation. The truth

is that from the commencement of the Spanish-American war, down to the present time,

the price of cordage material has enormously enhanced in value. This increase of price

took place during 1898, after most of the sales by wholesale men had be^n made ; but
towards the end of the season there was an advance in price. Early in March, 1898, the

price rose by \ of a cent per pound ; towards the close of the month, there was another
increase of

J-
of a cent per pound, and in June the price varied from 9\ cents to 10J cents

per pound, according to the grade of the article. Those retail dealers who had contracted

early in the season for a supply, when the price was low, no doubt made large profits on
account of the advance resulting from the war ; but they did only what every other

member of the community does who has an article for sale—they obtained the best price

of which the market would admit. I have before me the names of sixteen firms in the

county of Grey and vicinity who purchased binder twine in 1898, for sale to the farmers,

and I find that sales were made to them by the wholesale dealers at prices varying from

5J to 7 cents a pound. In July and August, when the market value of twine had
greatly advanced, there were small quantities purchased at from 8| to 10 cents a pound,

but the amount was exceedingly small, as nearly all the retail dealers had contracted

for the quantities they required at a much earlier period in the season.

Now, I desire to bring this fact to the attention of those who are interested in the

subject :—If the Government had adopted the policy of their predecessors, and had
employed an agent to make sales to the retail dealers of the country, and had paid him
a commission of 10 per cent for the sales, in what respect would the consumer be better

off than he is under the present policy? He would still have to purchase from the

same parties from whom he purchases at the present time—the ordinary retail dealers

of the country—who must always be, in the main, the medium between the producer or

wholesale dealer and the ultimate consumer. There would have been this difference,

—
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at present the sale by the Government is for cash on delivery ; under the other system
it must have been largely a sale for credit, and the loss would have fallen upon the

Government, and would certainly be very much greater than that which fell upon the

wholesale dealer, because the Government has not, and cannot have, the same facilities

for securing prompt payment.

Mr. Taylor said that the late Government did not allow a ring to be formed. I

think I have shown that they did nothing to prevent it, nor could they on the lines

adopted, do anything to control the market value of the article. When Mr. Taylor says

that an agreement was made in 1897, for the sale of twine without tenders, and that no
tender was brought down, he makes a statement at variance with the facts. The truth is

that in December, 1896, an advertisement was put in a number of the leading newspapers
of Canada, asking for sealed tenders, which were to be endorsed ' Tenders for binder

twine,' which were open for reception until the 20th of January following, for the sale

of 500 tons of three varieties of twine, and providing that the warehouses of the peni-

tentiary should be cleared of all the product, on the 1st of August following. Now,
in reply to this advertisement, there was no other tender than that from the Hobbs
Hardware Co. received. It was accompanied by a cheque for $2,397.50, as an assur-

ance of good faith. The three varieties of twine sold for $4.40, $4.75, and $5.25 per

100 lbs. according to quality, and these prices will compare favourably with the prices

received by the other manufacturers. Then in the following year, the purchase was
made by Messrs. Bate & Sons. Circulars were sent to all the leading firms in the

country that deal in binder twine. No response was had to this, with the single

exception of the offer received from Messrs. Bate & Sons, who made a tender and who
purchased the output at the rates of $4.15, $4.25, $4.95 per 100 lbs. Mr. Taylor

speaks of this offer as a result of a combination, but there was no combination, nor is

there any evidence of one. The facts prove the contrary. And were the department
to deal with the retail dealers, instead of dealing with some one who is prepared to

purchase the whole output, we would certainly find a large quantity of twine upon our

hands, of which we would have been unable to dispose, and which would seriously

deteriorate in value before it could be put upon the market in another season. It is

for these reasons unsafe to allow the early months of the year to go by without tenders

being called for. Otherwise the department would take the risk of being compelled to

depend upon the retail trade exclusively, for the disposal of the whole output.

Complaint has been made because in 1898, we sold upon circulars, instead of upon
a newspaper advertisement. But we communicated with all the leading firms in the

country who deal in the article. In the beginning of 1898, the very low rates quoted
in the New York market deterred the department from offering it at the earliest pos-

sible period, because I felt that we took the risk of receiving unsatisfactory offers, and
we were in hopes that the market value might improve. We waited for this improve-

ment until the end of February. Then the season was so advanced that circulars were
sent out. The inspector was instructed to invite tenders from any one who was likely

to deal with us. He was given no instructions to confine the invitation to those who
were the political friends of the Government. The list of parties who were invited to

tender contained the names of firms made up of Liberals, of Conservatives, and of

Patrons, and this is shown from the fact that such firms as Dalton & Strange of King-
ston, Rice Lewis, and others of Toronto, and various establishments managed by men,
who were certainly not supposed to have any inclination to support the Liberal party

were among the number. It is said that Massey, Harris & Co. were not invited to ten-

der. This is true : but Massey-Harris & Co. had arranged, at that time, with the Con-
sumers Cordage Co. for the operation of the Port Hope Mills to provide their own sup-

plies. They were, therefore, like the Consumers Cordage Co. competing manufacturers.

Mr. Taylor complained that the circular was sent to John Hallam, of Toronto; whom he
designates " a political heeler," and Coll Bros, of St. John, N. B., who were engaged in

other lines of business. But it is sufficient to state in reply to this, that Coll Bros, had
purchased the entire output of the penitentiary in a previous year, from the late Govern-
ment, and were thus likely to be tenderers again, if the opportunity was offered ; and as

regards Mr. Hallam, he handled the output of the twine at the Central prison for more
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than one season, and it was not unreasonable for us to suppose that he would be willing

to tender for the output of the Kingston Penitentiary. This was all the more probable,

as Mr. Hallam had written my predecessor that he had not noticed the advertisement

of the previous year, and he asked that he might be informed when the next lot of bin-

der twine was to be put upon the market. In the previous year, no tender was received

except that of the Hobbs Hardware Co., after advertising in the newspapers,

and in 1898 no tender was received except that submitted by Bate & Sons. But it is

absurd, on this account, to speak about monopoly. It was certainly open to any one who
wished to engage in the business, to tender, and if the profits were such as Mr. Taylor
intimates it was very strange indeed, that where so excellent an opportunity was offered

to make a fortune, that so few were willing to avail themselves of it.

Mr. Taylor declared that the industry was established by the Conservative Gov-
ernment in order to regulate the price of binder twine. This is not the fact. The
Government could not, and did not, regulate the price. The industry was established

to give employment to a large number of convicts in the penitentiary, with as little

competition to the industries of the country in private hands as possible. The attempt
to make sales by the late Government through agents proved both unsatisfactory and
unprofitable, and the second year the attempt was made it wholly broke clown, the

Government having a whole year's output on hand undergoing deterioration in the way
I have mentioned.

Mr. Clancy, in speaking in the House of Commons, last session, stated that the

Government could have held the 500 tons manufactured in the penitentiary as a safe-

guard against any combine which might be formed. They could have, in this way, he
said, prevented a rise in the price, because they could afford to hold, and were not

forced to sell. Mr. Clancy, in effect, suggests that we should ask for an appropriation

out of the public treasury to buy many thousands of dollars worth of raw material for

the production of twine ; that we should feed and clothe the prisoners out of a further

appropriation ; that we should pay the salaries of the officials, provide the machinery,

and maintain the institution ; that after incurring this expense we should refrain from
selling the product within the season when alone it could be put upon the market with

any hope of producing satisfactory results ; that we should make the twine, not for

consumption in the harvest following, but for the purpose of regulating the market
price. Let me ask you, how long do you think Parliament would place at the disposal

of my department a large sum of money, not to give employment to the convicts, and to

lessen the cost of their maintenance, but to bulldoze the cordage market, and to sell at

a great loss, after the season has gone by, if indeed sales could be made at all. The
statement of the proposal is sufficient to show how preposterous it is.

I understand from Messrs. Bate & Sons, that of the twine which they purchased

from us, Wood, Vailance & Co., bought about 179,000 pounds of pure manilla, and
174,000 pounds of mixed; that Massey-Harris & Co. purchased 200,000 pounds of

each. There were sundry shipments made in smaller quantities to other parties. The
price at which they sold varied from $4.90 to $5.40 per 100 pounds. It will be seen,

notwithstanding Mr. Taylor's statement that not a pound of this twine was sold to the

Hobbs Hardware Co., and the invoices of their sales show about h cent a pound advance

on the price we received.

Contrasts have been made between the prices for which the penitentiary twine was
sold, and the prices paid by the consumers. The reason for this difference I have
already stated, and is such as happens in the case of every other article where there is

an advance, from any cause, in its market value. With regard to Manilla, the raw
material was quoted in New York in the beginning of 1898 at $4.18£ per 100 lbs. The
cost of manufacture is about 75 cents which would make it $4. 93J cents. The price

paid to the department by Messrs. Bate & Sons was $4.95. So it will be seen that there

was a moderate profit made by the department upon the production. Mr. Taylor also

said that no security was required of Messrs. Bate & Sons ; that they would carry out

the arrangement that had been made. This is not the fact. They deposited their

cheque with the department for $2,000, and the whole amount of the purchase money
was paid without question, as the twine was delivered.

18a—
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I am perfectly satisfied that it would be quite impossible for the Government to

appoint agents, and to make sales to retail dealers throughout the country, without
serious injury to competing establishments, and without such a loss to the public

treasury as would necessarily lead to the discontinuance of the manufacture, and it

would be imperative to seek some other employment for the convicts of the penitentiary

who are now engaged in this business.

I think that we may well profit by the experience of others. The results in the

prison in the State of Minnesota, where 2,500 tons of binder twine are manufactured
every year, show very clearly what may be the effect of a system which, in some re-

spects, bears a resemblance to that which certain parties endeavour to introduce here.

It must be borne in mind that the prison in the State of Minnesota manufactures a very

large percentage of the whole consumption. Out of the 2,500 tons which they manu-
facture, 150 tons were reserved for direct sale to the farmers, the price of which is fixed

in May at one-half cent a pound above the price at which the twine is sold in car-load

lots. Of the 150 tons that have been reserved for direct sale to the farmers, except in

the year 1898, but 75 tons were ever sold during the year, and one-half of the product

so reserved has been carried over. In the year 1898, owing to the war in the Philippine

Islands, 100 tonn were reserved for sale to the farmers. The Board of Prison Managers
fixed the price at six and one-half cents a ton in car-load lots, and at seven cents a ton

to those who were purchasing in smaller quantities. The price of the raw material

rapidly rose, and the price of binder twine manufactured in private establishments in-

creased greatly. The news spread abroad that the/e was likely to be a shortage in

production. The result was that, in a short time, the 400 tons reserved were disposed

of. The farm population were panic stricken. An immense number of orders came in

which could not be met. The public press announced the fact. The agricultural popu-

lation were alarmed, and the twine in the hands of jobbers and private dealers reached a

very high figure indeed. It will be seen from an examination of the report that the

number who obtained twine at a moderate figure was but the merest fraction of the

population, while the vast majority were compelled to pay a price far beyond that

which the state of things warranted. The experience of the State of Minnesota shows
that not one farmer in two hundred orders his twine from the prison establishment,

although every effort was made to induce the farmers to do so. In fact, the Board of

Managers say in their report for the year 1898, that ' the system of selling in carload
lots through dealers was not resorted to until after it was fully demonstrated that thejarm-

ers would not order the twine direct from the prison'
With regard to the sales for the year ending in August last, tenders were asked

for by advertisement in a large number of the leading papers so that the matter was
made known to every one interested. Notwithstanding this, we received in the Depart-

ment but four tenders. The price obtained was greater than in former years, because

of the enhanced price of the raw material. The contract was awarded to the highest

tenderer, and in every instance the business transacted was open and straightforward.

The prices received were :

—

Manilla $7.25 per 100 lbs.

Mixed 6.15

Sisal 6.00

If the Government is to continue to give employment to convicts by the manufac-

ture of binder twine, it must deal with the product in a business-like way, and upon
business principles. As I have already stated, from the attempt made to create

political patronage, and to deal with the retail merchants in binder twine throughout

the country, the season of 1896 was lost, and when the harvest was over, the depart-

ment had the entire output of the year on its hands. I need not say that it would be

impossible to continue the production of binder twine upon any such plan. Binder

twine always deteriorates in value by its retention. If large losses were sustained, the

men who now undertake to censure the department because we are running it on busi-

ness principles, and relieving the public treasury from what would otherwise be an
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increased charge, would be the first to condemn the Government for these added
burdens. The whole subject of the employment of convict labour requires the most
careful consideration. We must bear in mind that it is not only necessary to give the

convicts constant employment, but it must be employment of a kind to which it would be

possible for them to devote themselves after their period of service is over, and they are

again free. The Government would indeed altogether fail in its duty towards society,

and toward these classes, if from the character of their employment while in confine-

ment, they found it difficult to obtain service after their discharge. To have men whom
you have endeavoured to reform, and in whom you have endeavoured to implant

industrious habits, thrown again into society, qualified to perform labour which among
these free men is not called for, wandering about, unable to obtain employment, desti-

tute of the necessities of life, you would be holding out to them the strongest possible

temptation to seek once more their old haunts, and to return again to their old habits. I

see no reason why we should not give agricultural employment in the vicinity of most
of our penitentiaries to those who are disposed to work on the farm, and to give

mechanical employment, on behalf of the Government, for the supply of those things

which the Government itself may find necessary for government use, thus bringing

prison labour as little as possible into competition with free labaur outside ; but to

advocate, as some do, high protective duties to enable the manufacturer to obtain

remunerative prices for the output of his factory, and then to create an institution that

can supply but the merest fraction of that product for the market, and to use its output

to create a slaughter market for all productions of that kind, is indeed a notable pro-

ceeding. But this would be a most discreditable course to pursue, because it could

never commend itself to the judgment and conscience of those who advocate it, and can

only be put forward because they think that it may appeal to the interest of some who
will not stop to think of its injustice.

I felt that it was necessary to make a full and frank statement, in respect to this

subject, to show that neither we, in manufacturing the binder twine at the penitentiary,

nor those to whom we made sales obtained for it a very high price. Perhaps in no
other business is the profit more moderate to the wholesale dealer than in the sale of

binder twine. During the past year, owing to the war in the Philippine Islands, the

raw material has been very high, because there has not been, by reason of the war, an
opportunity for its exportation. We have, for this reason, after the year closed in

August, disposed of what we had manufactured since, because we have no assurance

that the war may not suddenly end, and the price of the raw material rapidly fall. In
the public interest, it is my duty to avoid loss, if possible, and so we have been ready

to sell, as fast as we manufacture, to any one who is willing to buy. We have sold to retail

dealers who may wish to purchase for cash, and to farmers, who have given us orders,

and who accompany their orders with payments. Early in March we expect to enter

into contract with wholesale men, who will be willing to buy all we can produce up to

the 15th of August, the season when the North-west harvest begins. This is the only

safe course we could adopt, otherwise we might find ourselves with a quantity of twine
on hand without any opportunity of marketing it before the harvest season was over.

In this matter, I have earnestly endeavoured to secure the raw material at a fair cash

price, and we have sought to dispose of the article to the best advantage, so as to inflict

no loss upon the public treasury. As trustees on behalf of the public, this is our duty,

and that duty I have endeavoured faithfully to discharge.

DAVID MILLS.
Minister of Justice.

January, 1900.
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