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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the nature of workers’ self-activity during World War II and the 
ensuing responses to these actions by the state and capital. A close examination of 
wartime strikes demonstrates that top-down efforts by unions to operate within normative 
industrial relations were generally failures. Far more likely to be effective were 
democratic strikes, generally illegal, called from the shopfloor. The Workers’ War further 
illustrates that while the government passed incredibly coercive legislation to control 
labour, such legislation failed to have a significant impact. Even where it was most 
influential and targeted it was eventually beaten through direct action. Even Japanese 
Canadian forced labour, in work camps with armed guards, undertook effective strikes.  
 
Largely interested in institutional and legislative changes, the unions, far from being a 
militant force, spent much of their energy trying to stop or curtail strikes. This thesis 
argues that the concretion of industrial legality in Canada was imposed to control 
effective action. Rather than breaking unions of their militancy, the dearth of a state terror 
apparatus necessitated the creation of compulsory bargaining legislation. First, it argues 
that the creation of the modern industrial relations regime that forms the foundation for 
modern labour law was the result of effective workers’ action rather than militant unions. 
It further shows that the repressive apparatus of the state was unable to control workers, 
necessitating a structural adjustment. In a larger sense, this thesis argues that this story is 
at the core of the history of capitalism in Canada. The imposition of capitalist social 
relations on the geographies that become Canada had the transformation of land into 
capital via labour at the very core of its project. Controlling labour was a central concern, 
and the manner in which labour relations were consolidated was a reflection of a 
negotiation between labour, capital, and state- a manifestly unequal negotiation that 
largely failed to reflect the interests of workers.  
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were used, they are reproduced within this work contextually and without support of the 

nationalist, xenophobic, and racist ideologies from which they emerged. 
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Writing authentically ‘Canadian’ history is difficult. Canada barely resembles a 

cohesive project, and the intrinsic geographic and temporal disparities of the scheme add 

significant hurdles to any such undertaking. Less the teleological tale of some unified 

socio-political order, Canada is better understood as a political formation that reflects an 

economic need. At the core of Canada sits the removal and then eliminationist 

concentration of First Peoples, quickly followed by the imposition of capitalist social 

relations onto this emptying territory.1 Following removal and enclosure came a halting 

and grudgingly conjoined political project which eventually became unified in the 

Canadian state, however inchoate and disjointed. The core concern by those who 

controlled and directed this process was to turn this newly empty, newly enclosed land, 

into capital and wealth. Such a project required the political leadership to marshal “the 

working population to get the necessary work done” of turning misery into money.2 

Controlling how these workers reacted to routinized waged labour, their role in turning 

land into capital, has been a central and defining feature of Canada, and a prime concern, 

                                                
1 Enclosed land was merged with property relations and labour to produce capital, which was, after all, the 
point of the whole enterprise. Canada, as a project, was never a mission of civilization, religious drive, 
manliness, or some sort of cultural endeavour. Spreading British culture and law merely put a legalistic 
gloss on the dispossession and ensuing imposition of capitalist social relations. There is still no good history 
of Canada that situates enclosure and capitalist social relations at the centre where it belongs, but a good 
starting point is Cole Harris Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance, and Reserves in British 
Columbia (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002); Sarah Carter, Lost Harvest: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers and 
Government Policy (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990); James Daschuk, 
Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Aboriginal Life (Regina: University of 
Regina Press, 2013); intermixed with Michael Perelman, The Invention of Capitalism: Classical Political 
Economy and the Secret History of Primitive Accumulation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000); Ellen 
Meiksins Wood The Origins of Capitalism: A Longer View (New York: Verso, 2002); Rosa Luxemburg, 
“The Historical Conditions of Accumulation, from The Accumulation of Capital,” in Peter Hudis and Kevin 
Anderson, The Rosa Luxemburg Reader (New York: Monthly Review Press 2004); and Karl Marx, Capital 
(New York: International, 1967), Chapter XXVI-XXXIII. 
  
2 HC Pentland, A Study of the Changing Social, Economic, and Political Background of the Canadian 
System of Industrial Relations (Ottawa: Task Force on Labour Relations, 1968), 1. 
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even the raison d'être, of the Canadian state ever since.3 This thesis is primarily concerned 

with how that control became cemented. This deeply political apparatus was concreted 

during World War II, and this wartime legislative apparatus exists in essentially 

unreconstructed form into the present.4 
As the creation of capital from land was at the heart of the venture, one of the core 

concerns was how to control and channel the manifold responses of the workers who 

turned the land into capital for the benefit of the rich and powerful. Waged labour under 

capitalism was the primary commonality that united the majority of people within 

Canada. Understanding and interrogating how the state attempted to control that class is a 

defining feature in the story of this country. Using the lens of industrial conflict during 

World War II this study shows how and why disciplinary control of labour by capital and 

the state emerged in the fashion that it did. Moreover, such an examination allows for 

fascinating, and properly reflective, geographical and demographic diversity. The study of 

wartime strikes is interesting standing alone; it is a tale worth telling. Whether one is 

interested in the history of state formation, labour and the left, racism and xenophobia, 

political history, the rise of the social state, geographical or environmental history, 

colonial solidification, state construction, welfare history, military history, legal history, 

gender and feminist history, all emerge in these pages. However, by talking about workers 

during World War II and centralizing the bottom-up nature of their self-activity we are 

able to speak to an actually reflective Canadian history.  

                                                
3 Or what came before the solidification of the Canadian state. Reg Whitaker, Gregory S. Kealey & Andrew 
Parnaby, Secret Service: Political Policing in Canada from the Fenians to Fortress Canada (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
 
4 Cy Gonick, Paul Phillips and Jesse Vorst (eds.), Labour Gains, Labour Pains: Fifty Years of PC 1003 
(Winnipeg: Fernwood, 1995), Chapters 1, 9, 10, and 11; Bryan Palmer, Working Class Experience: The Rise 
and Reconstitution of Canadian Labour, 1880-1980 (Toronto: Butterworth, 1983), 236-239. 
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The capitalist elite in Canada had long desired a way to control labour, to generate 

and maintain industrial peace.5 The Workers’ War is concerned with how the government 

was forced to construct laws to govern work and workers, of how best to control the 

fundamental reason that the majority of the population occupies an existence at all. Prior 

to World War II there was no labour law, by 1944, a form of actual, relatively concreted 

labour law was enacted. In large part, this is the main focus of this work, how and why 

labour law was created, and how and why it looks the way that it does. As wartime labour 

legislation remains the basis for the modern industrial relations system in Canada, 

examining and interrogating how it came to be is of some importance indeed.  

At the onset of World War II, Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King was 

deeply concerned with issues of social stability and his own electoral chances with the 

Canadian public.6 To this end, Prime Minister King enacted a wartime strategy of ‘limited 

liability,’ which prioritized maintaining social cohesion and future electability by 

contributing more material than men to the war effort.7 King was “reluctant to see Canada 

committed to a major contribution of soldiers. He feared that casualties might be as great 

or greater in a second European war,” potentially causing similar mass social 

                                                
5 Before the Great War one of the few services that the Canadian state actually offered was breaking strikes. 
Paul Craven, An Impartial Umpire: Industrial Relations and the Canadian State (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1980); Jeremy Webber, "Compelling Compromise: Canada Chooses Conciliation Over 
Arbitration 1900-1907," Labour/Le Travail 28 (Fall 1991), 15-57. 
 
6 King was particularly worried about inflation and rising wages, a concern he shared with Keynes, who 
raised the issue in 1940. JM Keynes, “How to Pay for the War,” in The Collected Writings of John Maynard 
Keynes (London: Royal Economics Society, 1978). 
 
7 C.P. Stacey, Arms, Men and Governments: The War Policies of Canada 1939-1945 (Ottawa: The Queen's 
Printer for Canada, 1970), 7. Stacey’s 700 plus page report is the standard treatment of the war on the 
homefront. Stacy was given unprecedented access to the archives, and his tome is unmatched in breadth and 
scope.  
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destabilization that erupted following the First World War.8 The government desired a 

war that “would cost the minimum number of Canadian lives and achieve the maximum 

possible recovery for a sagging Canadian economy.”9 The Canadian state therefore 

focused on feeding the industrial, materiel, and caloric needs of its allies generally, and 

Britain specifically.  

 On the industrial front, Canada quickly retooled its Depression-riddled economy 

onto war footing.10 The “war effort claimed virtually all federal government expenditures” 

by 1940. In all, “Canada produced 400 naval and 391 cargo ships, 50,000 tanks, 16,000 

military aircraft, 850,000 military vehicles, 1.5 million rifles and machine guns, 72 

million artillery and mortar shells, and 4.4 billion rounds of small arms ammunition” and 

much more for its own military, the Soviet Union, and the Allies.11 By 1941 “94 percent 

of British wheat flour imports originated in Canada, along with 76 percent of bacon, 63 

percent of pork, 20 percent of cheese, 16 percent of egg, and 99 percent of apple 

                                                
8 WAB Douglas, The Creation of a National Air Force: Official History of the Royal Canadian Air Force 
(Toronto: University of Toronto, 1986), 192. King was honestly concerned about Canadian losses. He read 
casualty reports with sorrow, and when Canadians died felt “a pain go through my heart.” Never forgetting 
the political, King was further worried that the transition to peacetime would be “marked with massive 
unemployment and popular unrest.” Looking back to the unrest following the Great War, King was very 
worried about the “appalling series of problems” that the government faced and the “exceedingly 
difficult…matter of reconstruction and post-war reorganization.” Mackenzie King Diaries, 6 January 1944 
(hereafter MKD). Jack Granatstein, Canada’s War: The politics of the Mackenzie King government 1939-
1945 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1975), 250. For more on unrest following the great war see the 
fantastic collection in Craig Heron (ed.), The Workers' Revolt in Canada, 1917~1925 (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1998). 
  
9 Desmond Morton, Working People (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press, 1998), 165. 
 
10 For more on the early industrial and political plans of Canada in the pre/early war see Robert Bryce, 
Canada and the Cost of World War II: The International Operations of Canada’s Department of Finance, 
1939-1947 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 11-85. 
 
11 J.A. Keshen, Saints, Sinners and Soldiers: Canada's Second World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 
43. Though a good source for statistics, Keshen’s text cries out for a critical reinterpretation.  
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imports.”12 For Canada, the industrial front largely was the war. In the views of many, 

attacks on production were an attack on the war itself. 

Despite a veritable flood of literature some fundamental misunderstandings about 

what happened in World War II regarding workers, the labour movement, and industrial 

relations remain. The assumption within historical circles was that wartime strikes 

resembled something that contemporary readers understood as a strike. A group of 

formally organized workers voted to strike with the support of their union. As the 

Dominion had no real industrial relations legislation, workers’ main demand was 

collective bargaining and union recognition. These were normative strikes, organized and 

planned, launched, and conducted by unions, to procure the closed shop and normative, 

modern, certified, and compulsory collective bargaining.  

The standard and foundational articles and monographs relating to strikes during 

the war, and on the relationship between collective bargaining, industrial relations, and 

the wartime state start from similar assumptions.13 These arguments and assumptions have 

                                                
12 Ian Mosby, Food Will Win the War: The Politics, Culture, and Science of Food on Canada's Home Front 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2014), 212. The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan was also of particular 
importance, and turned Canada into what American President Franklin Delano Roosevelt called “the 
aerodrome of democracy.” Eventually the scheme trained nearly two hundred thousand air force combat 
personnel in hundreds of locations across Canada, and was (to that date) the largest industrial project ever 
undertaken on Canadian soil. FJ Hatch, The Aerodrome of Democracy: Canada and the British 
Commonwealth Air Training Plan, 1939-1945 (Ottawa: Directorate of History Department of National 
Defence, 1983), iv.  
 
13 A few examples of this school of thought include Irving Abella, The Canadian Labour Movement, 1902-
1960, Historical Booklet No. 28 (Ottawa: 1975); Laurel Sefton MacDowell, “The Formation of the 
Canadian Industrial Relations System during World War Two” Labour/Le Travail 3 (1978): 175-176. 
William Kaplan, Everything That Floats: Pat Sullivan, Hal Banks, and the Seamen's Unions of Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987); Laurel Sefton MacDowell, Remember Kirkland Lake: The 
Goldminers Strike of 1941-1942 (Toronto: CSP, 2001); Desmond Morton, Working People (Kingston and 
Montreal: McGill-Queens University Press, 1998). Wendy Cuthbertson, Labour Goes to War: The CIO and 
the Construction of a New Social Order, 1939-45 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012); Chris Madsen, 
“Organizing a Wartime Shipyard: The Union Struggle for a Closed Shop at West Coast Shipbuilders 
Limited 1941–44,” Labour/Le Travail, 65 (Spring 2010), 75–108; Jeremy Webber, "The Malaise of 
Compulsory Conciliation: Strike Prevention in Canada during World War II," Labour/Le Travail, 15 
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sat at the core of historiography regarding the war ever since. In those accounts, 

leadership and members worked in concert and struck for the closed shop, union stability, 

and normative collective bargaining.14 There were strike votes, the membership talked to 

and informed their leadership, and acted within their guidance. Though the battle might be 

difficult, it was all worth it in the end to get a contract and the union stability all desired. 

There would be some relationship with the state or what passed for industrial relations 

regimes, with all of the strictures and trappings which that bureaucracy engenders and 

reifies.15 

The problem with using a few of the larger, more institutionally inclined strikes as 

some sort of template was that they were fundamentally aberrations. If one examines the 

remainder of the hundreds of strikes during the war, almost to a one, they look very little 

like the strikes that have seen serious investigation from historians.16 There are standing 

assumptions about industrial action during the war that have influenced the historiography 

and understandings regarding legislation. These assumptions and their subsequent 
                                                                                                                                             
(Spring 1985), 57-88. Taylor Hollander, "Down the Middle of the Road": The Canadian State and 
Collective Bargaining, 1935-1948 PhD thesis: State University of New York at Binghamton, 1998.  
 
14 JL Cohen, Collective Bargaining in Canada: An Examination of the Legislative Record and Policy of the 
Government of the Dominion of Canada (Toronto: Steel Workers Organizing Committee, 1941).  
  
15 Laurel Sefton MacDowell, Remember Kirkland Lake: The Goldminers Strike of 1941-1942 (Toronto: 
CSP, 2001). Moreover, “reification, the essential tendency of capitalism, can never be wholly realized. If it 
were, if the system were actually able to change individuals into things moved only by economic “forces,” it 
would collapse not in the long run, but immediately. The struggle of people against reification is, just as 
much as the tendency towards reification, the condition for the functioning of capitalism. Capitalism can 
function only by continually drawing upon the genuinely human activity of those subject to it…” Cornelius 
Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society (MIT Press, Cambridge 1997), 16. 
 
16 Laurel Sefton MacDowell, "The 1943 Steel Strike Against Wartime Wage Controls," Labour/Le 
Travailleur, 10 (Autumn 1982), 65-85. MacDowell’s excellent and foundational article on the political 
strike against wage controls is a notable exception here. However, even in that article it was the workers’ 
wildcat strike which forced the government to actually negotiate, not the hard work of union bureaucrats. 
Further the actual goals of the workers are somewhat obscured. Workers emphasised wage concerns 
regarding their struggle, not a stable collective bargaining regime. The latter was only noted by the labour 
bureaucrats. For more on the repercussions see the illuminating monograph by Peter McInnis, Harnessing 
Labour Confrontation: Shaping the Postwar Settlement in Canada, 1943-1950 (Toronto: UTP, 2002). 
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repercussions roll down the line within the historiography, and directly influence 

contemporary scholarship and understandings regarding labour and industrial relations in 

obfuscatory ways. The standard argument is that the unions organized with acumen and 

guile, trebled their numbers, and their militant strikes forced the government into 

capitulation with PC 1003. PC 1003 then concreted a “trade union certification process, a 

duty to bargain in good faith and a prohibition of unfair labour practices,” creating the 

modern industrial relations regime that exists in Canada in essentially unreconstructed 

form.17 If one is inclined towards social democracy, then labour’s support of the CCF, and 

their high polling numbers during the latter part of the war scared and spurned the 

government into even more concessions. Either way, it was the labour movement and 

their militant struggles that carried the day and forced changes. 

The problem with this account is that it paints a skewed picture, even an incorrect 

one. This may seem to be a minor quibble, but it has massively important implications.18 

The argument about the militancy of unions relies on some faulty assumptions and rather 

tenuous extrapolations. For one, it assumes that leadership and membership had unitary 

interests and goals, that when we speak of ‘unions’ we are speaking in synecdoche. This 

was often not the case during the war. Moreover, it privileges what union leaders said, 

instead of what workers did. Closer to the materiality of the matter, if one actually looks 

                                                
17 Brian Burkett, “The Future of the Wagner Act: A Canadian-American Comparison.” Queen’s Law 
Journal 38 (2013): 363–90. Justice Ivan Rand specifically noted PC 1003 as his foundation on which to 
build the “Rand Formula,” the basis for most Canadian industrial relations regulations into the present. Leo 
Panitch and Donald Swartz, From Consent to Coercion: The Assault on Trade Union Freedoms (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009), Chapters 1 and 2. 
  
18 For instance, evidencing the fact that the driving force for direct action was immediate concerns, 
primarily wages, instead of institutionality renders arguments predicated on the stability thesis questionable 
indeed. Taylor Hollander, “Making Reform Happen: The Passage of Canada's Collective Bargaining Policy, 
1943-1944,” Journal of Policy History 13 (2001), 299-328.  
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holistically and capaciously at all of the strikes, organizing, and militancy during World 

War II a starkly different picture emerges.  

The majority of wartime strikes were not instigated by union leadership. In the 

majority of wartime strikes there were no strike votes, there was no breakdown of 

negotiations between the union and the employer leading to a strike within a regime of 

industrial relations, there was almost never serious oversight from union bureaucrats, at 

least during the initial stages. Most strikes were launched by the membership, from the 

shopfloor, usually with little or no consultation with their leaders; and dozens of strikes 

were called without any union involvement at all.19 Strikes designed and mandated by 

union leadership are over-represented in the historiography largely because their files are 

overrepresented in the archives, and the few largest strikes that fit this normative mould 

have nearly all seen significant examination from historians.20 It is curious indeed for 

historians to simultaneously argue that it was union militancy that won concessions, while 

still noticing that “all CIO unions presented themselves and saw themselves as strike 

averters,” even while tens of thousands of workers were out on strike.21 And Canada was 

particularly strike-bound during the war. In 1942, the year before the crescendo of the 

strike wave, Canada saw 106.9 strikes per million workers, whereas the U.S. saw only 

66.6.22 

                                                
19 Or even union membership. Dozens of strikes were called by workers where none of them held a union 
card. See Chapter Four on striking without unions. 
 
20 One remaining large ‘normative’ strike that has escaped examination is Pioneer, which serves as an 
object lesson in Chapter Two to examine the reality of the wartime industrial relations situation. 
 
21 And the CIO is painted as the militant option. Wendy Cuthbertson, Labour Goes to War, 73. 
22 All numbers exclude agricultural labour. In 1943, at the height of strike bound Canada, the numbers were 
118.9 to 82.6. Bob Russell, Back to Work? Labour, State and Industrial Relations in Canada (Toronto: 
Nelson, 1990), 175. The numbers for Canada are also probably low, as the Labour Gazette was not nearly as 
comprehensive or capacious as the Strikes and Lockout Files (S&L). Due to the wildly variant nature of 
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This has slanted understandings of exactly how workers’ activity in the war 

actually manifest and what it looked like. This teleological focus on institutionalism, 

which assumes what it should be interrogating, tends to occlude the contextual specificity 

of workers’ organizing and activity. Part of this is the dearth of evidence. Jeremy 

Webber’s research showed that for strikes before 1944; “virtually every file was 

destroyed” that related to state conciliation.23 The vastly more numerous, but less directed 

strikes left fewer crumbs, but are far more instructive.24 In fact, the main involvement of 

labour leadership in many cases, at the local, district, or international level, was often in 

attempting to get their workers back to work, not to spur militancy on.  

As most strikes during the war were illegal (whether deemed so or not), some 

union leaders were wary of the potential repercussions. Alternatively, many at the highest 

levels of leadership desired a bureaucratic, professionalized industrial relations regime. 

The government passed onerous fiat disciplinary legislation directed at labour that 

certainly had a chilling effect. Yet the state used the more physically coercive horizons 

sparingly, and almost exclusively against militant union leaders in the communist led 

outfits, though not entirely so.25 Whether leadership was cowed or cautious or 

                                                                                                                                             
sourcing quotations from the Strikes and Lockout files, The Workers’ War will use the same nomenclature 
for citation as the S&L uses internally, namely date, then number as per year. S&L 43-199 means Strikes 
and Lockout files, in whatever form one engages them, in 1943, number 199. This makes finding sources 
much easier for the researcher, no matter the manner in which they engage in the S&L. 
 
23 Jeremy Webber, “The Malaise of Compulsory Conciliation: Strike Prevention in Canada during World 
War II,” Labour/Le Travail, 15 (Spring 1985), 69. 
 
24 Even when there were strikes for union recognition, sometimes they were wildcat strikes for union 
recognition. When loggers in the International Woodworkers of America (IWA) on the Queen Charlotte 
Islands struck for recognition their union was firmly against the action. Stephen Gray, "Woodworkers and 
Legitimacy: The IWA in Canada, 1937-1957," (PhD. Dissertation, Simon Fraser University, 1989), 129. 
25 Charles Millard, notable anti-communist union leader in the Canadian CIO, was arrested under the 
DOCR for saying that workers should “have democracy here in Canada before we go to Europe to defend 
it.” His stint in jail was a short one, unlike his communist contemporaries. Jeffrey L. Wilson, "Charles 
Millard and the Canadian Labour Movement," (Master's Thesis, Wilfrid Laurier University, 1990). 
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bureaucratically minded (or some combination thereof) is largely irrelevant to actually 

understanding and explaining the labour situation in World War II.  

In the three umbrella union confederations, industrial, craft, and confessional, all 

leaders largely favoured and promoted their desires for a normative, stable, industrial 

relations regime over direct action.26 Martin Glaberman contended that the CIO, 

supposedly the most militant of the confederations, was mostly radical by reputation. 

Glaberman argued that the CIO’s “seemingly progressive and social unionism was in 

reality a democratic statist version of the corporate state of Mussolini and the Church.”27 

Stopping short of adopting the no-strike pledge, CCL leadership nonetheless promised to 

“take all necessary steps to prevent unauthorized and wildcat strikes.”28 In the rare cases 

where top leadership called for a strike, that call was almost exclusively driven by a desire 

for collective bargaining, the imposition of a normative industrial relations regime, and 

the closed shop. Such strikes were rarely effective. 

Union bureaucrats occasionally supported their members, or their potential 

members, once they were on the picket line. In word and deed, however, they were 

largely against the strikes launched under their banners without their approval and design. 

Even if strikes raised wages, and pressured the government into abandoning its failed fiat 

disciplinary legislation, union leadership was cautious as a rule. At least initially 

leadership was often in favour of trusting in the machinery of conciliation, particularly in 

                                                                                                                                             
 
26 The industrial unions were represented by the Canadian Congress of Labour (CCL) and the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO) who merged in 1940, craft by Trades and Labour Congress of Canada 
(TLC), and confessional by Confédération des travailleurs catholiques du Canada (CTCC). 
 
27 Martin Glaberman, “Review,” Labour/Le Travail (15) 1985: 223. 
  
28 Quoted in Cuthbertson, Labour Goes to War, 72. 
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the face of wartime patriotism. Moreover, workers’ main strike demands were rarely the 

closed shop, a normative collective bargaining framework, or union stability. The main 

demands of workers almost always related to immediate action on wages, working 

conditions, job control, the reinstatement of a fired co-worker, or simply enforcing a 

contract or previous promises. It is important to remember that contracts were not the 

norm before the war, agreements were also dictated by custom and oral agreement. In 

fact, contractualism was one of the outcomes of the planned bureaucraticization of labour 

of which PC 1003 was a part. 

Strikes called from the shop floor, usually snap, wildcat, and illegal, were 

generally very fruitful.29 Despite onerous and progressively ever-escalating government 

discipline-by-diktat legislation, the action of workers paid dividends. The strikes called by 

unions to get the closed shop, to solidify a modern normative bargaining regime, to make 

legalistic demands on the employer, were generally dismal failures. When unions and 

their leadership played within the realm of industrial legality they generally lost; when 

                                                
29 This has been hinted at from the margins, since at least Stuart Jamieson, Times of Trouble: Labour Unrest 
and Industrial Conflict, 1900-1966 (Ottawa: Task Force on Industrial Relations, 1968), 276-291; Gregory 
Kealey, Workers and Canadian History (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 
376. Similar arguments were forcefully raised by various writers, but specifically Nelson Lichtenstein, Stan 
Weir, and James Green in their articles found in Radical America 9:4/5 (1975). The appraisal of the workers 
in World War II is influenced by Martin Glaberman, Wartime Strikes: The Struggles Against the No-Strike 
Pledge in the UAW during World War Two (Detroit: Benwick, 1980); Jeremy Brecher, Strike! (San 
Francisco. Straight Arrow Books, 1972); Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home: The CIO in World 
War II (New York: CUP, 1987); Staughton Lynd, Punching Out and Other Writings (Chicago: Kerr, 2002); 
Aaron Brenner, Robert Brenner, and Cal Winslow, Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and Revolt from 
Below During the Long 1970s (New York: Verso, 2010); Derek Matthews, “1889 and All That: New Views 
on the New Unionism,” International Review of Social History 36:1 (1991), 24-58. In Canada this line of 
inquiry has been tangentially explored in Michael Earle, “’Down with Hitler and Silby Barrett’: The Cape 
Breton Miners' Slowdown Strike of 1941,” Acadiensis, 18:1 (Autumn 1988), 56-90; James Pritchard, “The 
Long, Angry Summer of ’43: Labour Relations in Quebec’s Shipbuilding Industry,” Labour/Le Travail, 65 
(Spring 2010) 47-73; and Donald Wells, “Origins of Canada's Wagner Model of Industrial Relations: The 
United Auto Workers in Canada and the Suppression of "Rank and File" Unionism, 1936-1953,” The 
Canadian Journal of Sociology 20:2 (Spring 1995), 193-225. 
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workers agitated within the realm of direct action they were largely effective.30 Union 

leadership saw wage control legislation and wondered how they could lobby to change the 

arduous laws; workers saw the same legislation and thought that they could beat it 

through direct action, legality be damned. It turned out that the workers were correct, but 

it was both workers and the unions that were the beneficiaries.  

Why does this seemingly minor difference matter? Both this thesis and some 

previous historiography agrees that the militancy of Canadian workers forced the 

Canadian state to institute a compulsory collective bargaining regime. This thesis shows 

that normative, top-down strikes deeply concerned with industrial legality were generally 

failures. Snap strikes, wildcats, illegal strikes, sympathy strikes, and actions produced 

from the shopfloor itself were far more productive for workers. The Workers’ War argues 

that the creation of modern labour law was instituted in reaction to the effective action 

taken by workers, largely of workers’ own accord, and for their own effective and 

immediate benefit.  

The systemization of the modern industrial relations regime was largely built to 

control workers’ self-activity, not necessarily just unions. The nature of workers’ self-

activity is that it is democratic, and emerges from the core contradictions the constitute 

capitalist social relations, generally represented at the point where capitalism is (re)made 

daily, the shopfloor. As Maurice Brinton stated: 

Meaningful action…is whatever increases the confidence the autonomy, the initiative, 
the participation, the solidarity, the equalitarian tendencies and the self-activity of the 
masses and whatever assists in their demystification. Sterile and harmful action is 
whatever reinforces the passivity of the masses, their apathy, their cynicism, their 
differentiation through hierarchy, their alienation, their reliance on others to do things 
for them and the degree to which they can therefore be manipulated by others - even 

                                                
30 See, for example the discrepancy between the legalistically minded workers in the steel strikes of early 
1943 outlined in MacDowell, “Steel Strike,” and the more effective miners’ revolt outlined in Chapter 8 for 
but one significant example. 
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by those allegedly acting on their behalf.31 
 

This is not to argue that the strikes during World War II were revolutionary actions, either 

in impetus or outcome. It does, however, mean that there is a fundamental difference 

between the character of self-activity as manifest in the workplace, and the functioning of 

unions under normative industrial relations systems.32 There is a difference between 

workers attacking the basic functioning of capitalist social relations from the bottom up, 

and unions engaging similar practices, but constructed and constrained by the boundaries 

and strictures built by capitalists themselves. This self-activity was deeply political 

because it was operative outside of the regimes built to control workers. Even if these 

actions seem to aesthetically veer into territory traditionally occupied by simple 

economism, they have a political core. As Marx argued: 

In a state of society founded upon the antagonism of classes, if we want to prevent 
Slavery in fact as well as in name, we must accept war. In order to rightly appreciate 
the value of strikes and combinations, we must not allow ourselves to be blinded by 
the apparent insignificance of their economical results, but hold, above all things, in 
view their moral and political consequences. Without the great alternative phases of 
dullness, prosperity, over-excitement, crisis and distress, which modern industry 
traverses in periodically recurring cycles, with the up and down of wages resulting 
from them, as with the constant warfare between masters and men closely 
corresponding with those variations in wages and profits, the working-classes…would 
be a heart-broken, a weak-minded, a worn-out, unresisting mass, whose self-
emancipation would prove as impossible as that of the slaves of Ancient Greece and 
Rome.33 
 
The ramifications of this self-activity were channeled into provoking a new regime 

that benefited unions in many ways. However, the state instituted this new regime to 

control effective action, not to control militant unions. Therefore, Canadian labour law 

                                                
31 Maurice Brinton, “As We See It,” Solidarity, IV:6 (April 1967). 
  
32 Even if they appear to look the same. An emphasis on workers’ self-activity brings the focus back to the 
workers, the people at the heart of the very process of capitalism, and their daily struggles within it. 
Staughton Lynd. “Local Unions, 'Primitive Democracy,' and Workers' Self-Activity.” Workingusa 4:4 
(March 2001): 49-58; George Rawick, “Working Class Self-Activity,” Radical America, 3:2 (1969): 23-31. 
33 Karl Marx, New-York Daily Tribune, 14 July, 1853. 



 - 15 - 

was designed, at its heart, to stymie effective actions. Not only this, it was constructed to 

channel these less effective tactics into a legal realm where they were the sole option. 

Simultaneously, and partially by design, it created a complex labour hierarchy which 

transferred power away from the possibility of effective shopfloor activity.34 Union 

bureaucracies were strengthened and would suddenly act as disciplinarians on effective 

activity, while also having different interests from their membership. Legislation 

empowered unions while stripping away their ability to be structurally effective, 

empowering their already extant tendencies towards bureaucracy and control of their 

membership. This is not a manichean tale of the heroic workers and their wildcat strikes 

and the scheming union leaders plotting to tramp down militancy wherever it emerged.35 

The situation was much more complicated, and union leadership often did a commendable 

job, doing what they thought was best for their members, under very trying and difficult 

conditions.36 However, the argument remains, and the evidence shows, that it was 

workers’ own actions, under labour-friendly demographic conditions, that won the day. 

At the start of the war the state of exception was used against union leaders, 

mostly to the detriment of communist led outfits like UE and the CSU.37 Union leadership 

was wary of internment for good reason. The larger issue, however, was one of 
                                                
34 For a rich theoretical examination of labour bureaucracy see Mark Leier, Red Flags and Red Tape: The 
Making of a Labour Bureaucracy (University of Toronto Press, 1995), Chapter 1; and David Camfield, 
“What is Trade Union Bureaucracy? A Theoretical Account.” Alternate Routes 24 (2013): 133-156. 
 
35 This thesis is critical of fetishizing working-class culture. Further, militancy drawn from such traditions 
could manifest in grotesque and reactionary ways. See the chapter on anti-‘alien’ strikes. There is no 
hagiography to be found here. 
 
36 After all, the government was actively fighting organized labour during the war through legislative 
means. It was a tedious and bureaucratic fight, and it was certainly a struggle. 
 
37 Carl Schmitt, On Dictatorship (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014); Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the 
Political (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996). 
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perspective. The leadership of organized labour, in all of the umbrella organizations, 

desired something modelled after the Wagner Act in the United States.38 They wanted 

legislation that cemented clear collective bargaining regimes, a closed shop, and union 

stability.  

Such a situation meant that union leaders were largely open to the involvement of 

the state in arbitration and conciliation. Their primary goal remained creating stable locals 

to build an established, effective labour movement. However, when unions entered the 

fold of industrial legality, they became enmeshed in wartime legislation that was 

specifically designed to hamper and control their horizons and potential. Clearly 

evidenced, employers and the state used that legislation to bludgeon labour. The 

government supported this argument, as did the unions. Workers’ main desire, for the 

most part, was not union stability, which was ‘pie in the sky,’ but better pay. This meant 

strikes.  

By 1943 strikes were harming both Canada’s war effort and its economy. In that 

year fully one third of all union members in the Dominion went on strike, and thousands 

of non-union workers took industrial action on their own.39 The disciplinary apparatuses 

the state had constructed had shown themselves to be ineffective at controlling labour 

discipline on the shop floor. So the state passed PC 1003, which was marginally modelled 

                                                
38 It should be said that the CTCC was wary of certain aspects of compulsory legislation. Nevertheless, the 
demands of the labour movement, from the CTCC, TLC, CCL/CIO, and CFL are all printed in the Labour 
Gazette during the war years. Although the confederations all had minor differences, their stances on a 
cohesive bargaining regime, a legislated closed shop, and eventually the book-off were remarkably 
consistent throughout the war and beyond.  
 
39 See Chapter 4 regarding workers’ self-activity taken without any involvement from unions at all. 
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on the Wagner Act and gave unions what they wanted: a closed shop and stability.40 

Nearly simultaneously the government passed family allowance legislation, which simply 

gave workers with families free money every month.41 In childlike fashion, the state said 

‘if workers want more money, instead of striking to get more, we will just give it to 

them.’42 This had the dual benefit of tempering wage demands while simultaneously 

cutting at the CCF. However, what the unions had done was acquiesce to a trade-off.  

The effective strikes and actions, those emerging largely from the shop floor, were 

traded in, by a leadership who did not particularly like them, for more ineffective but 

controllable ones, those emerging from the central bureaucracy of the unions. This is why, 

among other canards, PC 1003 specifically forced secret ballot elections for strike action, 

backed up by an existential mortgage on the survivability of the unions themselves. That 

imposition meant the destruction of a powerful and democratic tool in the workers’ 

arsenal, the autonomous strike from the shopfloor. Much has been written on how the 

unions became bureaucratic because of PC 1003, but in fact the unions were already 

bureaucratic - they just were not terribly good at it.43 What PC 1003 did was partially 

transfer the actual functioning of labour discipline from the state to the union, and clip the 

                                                
40 HA Logan, State Intervention and Assistance in Collective Bargaining: The Canadian Experience. 1943-
1954 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1956); Brian Williams, “Notes on the Evolution of Compulsory 
Conciliation in Canada,” Industrial Relations/Relations industrielles 19 (1964), 298-323. 
 
41 Brigitte Kitchen, “The Introduction of Family Allowances in Canada,” in Allan Moscovitch and Jim 
Albert, The Benevolent State in Canada: The Growth of Welfare in Canada (Toronto: Garamond Press, 
1987), 222-41. 
 
42 Annalee Gölz, “Family Matters: The Canadian Family and the State in the Postwar Period,” Left History 
1:2 (Fall 1993), 9-50. 
 
43 For an excellent analysis regarding nearly every aspect of PC 1003 see the fantastic collection of Cy 
Gonick, Paul Phillips and Jesse Vorst (eds.), Labour Gains, Labour Pains: Fifty Years of PC 1003 
(Winnipeg: Fernwood, 1995). 
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labour movement of what drove the state to make concessions in the first instance.44 

Ironically, the focus on unions by leftist historians reproduced the Great Man Theory of 

history, merely broadening it to include different Great Men. The real story of the 

workers’ war lies in the self-activity of the workers themselves, not in the machinations of 

their leadership, however well-meaning and, in their estimation, far-sighted.  

The shift in legislation had an effect on industrial relations in Canada. As Michael 

Earle argued: “The system of labour relations that attained a mature form in Canada 

during the Second World War offered workers the concession of collective bargaining 

rights, but only within a structure of strong legal pressures designed to force all union 

activity into this bureaucratic, business unionist mold. This system helped to enshrine the 

power of union leaders.”45 However, if we perceive the reason behind this shift as one of 

proletarian self-activity instead of militant leadership, it forces one to examine how the 

social relationships that constitute capitalism have come to operate in Canada. This shift is 

monumental; just as the liberal family order externalized the cost of producing new 

proletarians from society to a familial unit, the state shifted the control of proletarian 

militancy to the proletariat itself, however self-selected those controllers were.  

This is not an ultra-leftist argument against unions, but it is an examination of how 

the character of class struggle negotiated with the nexus of capitalist power.46 After all, 

“society does not consist of Individuals, but expresses the sum of interrelations, the 

relations within which these individuals stand,” and these interrelations matter quite a bit 

                                                
44 Strikes dropped from some 756 in 1942/1943 to 199 in 1944. The number of recognition strikes dropped 
to essentially zero.  
 
45 Michael Earle, “’Down with Hitler and Silby Barrett,’” 58. 
 
46 For the council-communist interrogation of the structural problems of unions see Paul Mattick, Marxism. 
Last Refuge of the Bourgeoisie? (London: Merlin, 1983). 
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indeed.47 Interwoven matrixes of power and interest acted upon social formations like 

unions to enter into a judicial-legal realm where they were at an intrinsic disadvantage. 

Thus we find ourselves back at the history of capitalism and the Canadian state. 

Scholars situated on both the left and the right have argued that the Canadian state 

was particularly extreme with its control of the economy during the war. LS MacDowell, 

argued that after wage policies of 1941 “government involvement in the economy became 

truly unprecedented,” and Judy Fudge and Eric Tucker argued that the government 

deeded itself “extraordinary powers unprecedented in Britain or the United States.”48 JL 

Granatstein and JM Hitsman argued that the state “intervened massively” in the labour 

market, regulated the workforce to an “unheard-of degree,” and regimented the labour 

force “on a scope and scale that Canadian workers had never known before and have 

never known since.”49  

The state warmly extended itself exhaustive disciplinary powers that escalated 

throughout the war in scope and severity. Though it had extreme powers, they were 

commonly circumnavigated through direct action, and only enforced when labour agreed 

to acknowledge them by entering into the various war boards.50 This argument lies at the 

                                                
47 Karl Marx, Grundrisse (New York: Penguin, 1973), 265. 
 
48 LS MacDowell, Remember Kirkland Lake, 17. Judy Fudge & Eric Tucker, Labour Before the Law: The 
Regulation of Workers’ Collective Action in Canada, 1900-1948 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 
229. Wayne Roberts and John Bullen, "A Heritage of Hope and Struggle: Workers, Unions, and Politics in 
Canada, 1930-1982," in Michael Cross and Gregory Kealey (eds.), Modern Canada, 1930-1980s (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart), 112. 
  
49 JL Granatstein and JM Hitsman, Broken Promises: A History of Conscription in Canada (Toronto, 1977), 
192-3; and J.L. Granatstein and Peter Neary, eds., The Good Fight: Canadians and World War II (Toronto: 
1995), 10. Quoted in Michael D. Stevenson, “Conscripting Coal: The Regulation of the Coal Labour Force 
in Nova Scotia During the Second World War”, Acadiensis, 29:2 (Spring 2000), 59-60. 
 
50 The Orders in Council that attempted to control labour have seen extensive examination elsewhere, but a 
quick overview is warranted here. PC 3495 (November 1939) brought all industries involved in “war 
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heart of the matter at hand. The disciplinary apparatus of the state had to be emphasized 

because it supports the argument that as workers were stopped from bargaining for higher 

wages, they shifted their focus to bargaining for union stability. Here, historians seem to 

be speaking out of both sides of their mouths. Unions were effective because union 

membership doubled, however unions were unable to make significant gains because of 

state repression. All of these arguments are shaky. Though this is cold comfort to the 101 

trade union leaders, leftists, and anti-fascists who were the forced guests of the Canadian 

carceral apparatus during the war, it remains nonetheless significant on a wider scale. If 

one only examines the strikes at Kirkland Lake or the actions of the Canadian Seamen’s 

Union, the state looks quite oppressive indeed. However, there are few other occasions 

where the government used its apparatuses of control as extensively as in those two 

singular instances.51 Using two strikes to explain and provide a narrative regarding over 

                                                                                                                                             
production” under King’s IDIA which was declared unconstitutional in 1925 but resurrected for the war. It 
enforced ‘cooling off periods’ and mandatory conciliation before strikes for all war ‘related industries,’ 
which was nearly everything. PC 2685 (June 1940) was a weak and non-binding offering to labour, which 
stated that the state was not opposed to collective bargaining and unionization. Although originally viewed 
positively by labour, their views on it quickly soured. PC 7440 (December 1940) was the much hated wage 
control legislation established to control wages at depressed 1926-1929 era levels, and was replaced by PC 
8253 (October 1941) which maintained wage controls but added an extra layer of bureaucracy. PC 7307 
(November 1941) was the crowning achievement of coercion, which outlawed all strikes unless there was a 
state sponsored vote where the majority of workers, and not just those who voted, voted for the strike by 
secret ballot. The CCL called these “outrageously undemocratic conditions.” None of these Orders in 
Council were terribly effective, and were widely ignored by workers, even if they were a constant bother for 
legalistically minded union leadership desirous to operate within the realm of respectability. They were used 
as a hammer by companies, but were easily circumscribed through direct action. MacDowell, “The 
Formation of the Canadian Industrial Relations System.” For an overview see “Wartime Measures Affecting 
Labour” in Labour Gazette, 1942. 32-36. For a critique of all of the Orders in Council from labour see the 
CCL’s “Recommendations Regarding Labour and Wage Control Policies” Labour Gazette, 1942. 291-292. 
An excellent analysis and critique can be found in Bob Russell, Back to Work?, 189-230. Still-relevant 
articles on the history of labour legislation remain HD Woods, "Canadian Collective Bargaining and 
Dispute Settlement Policy: An Appraisal." Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 21 (1955): 
447-465; HC Pentland, “The Canadian Industrial Relations System: Some Formative Factors,” Labor/Le 
Travailleur, 4 (1979), 9–23. 
  
51 More commonly, there were situations like when arch-reactionary CD Howe, who headed up the 
Department of Munitions and Supply, wanted to use the army to break the snap aluminum strike at Arvida. 
He was rebuffed by a horrified Mackenzie King. John MacFarlane, “Agents of Control or Chaos? A Strike 
at Arvida helps Clarify Canadian Policy on Using Troops against Workers during the Second World War,” 
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1500 others, all concomitant with massive changes in social relations of capital, seems 

curious indeed. 

The state simply lacked sufficient police, jail space, judicial infrastructure, or even 

troops to impose what would essentially be forced labour discipline through a regime of 

terror.52 The RCMP were severely weakened by enlistment; locals who could be counted 

on to help out were mostly aged veterans of the Great War. As we will see throughout this 

study, the government gave itself extraordinary powers, but they were used with a 

vanishingly light touch. Nonetheless, it is certainly evidence of the courage of workers in 

the Dominion that they took action despite the omnipresent threat of disciplinary 

measures. The reality was that “government control of human resource mobilization 

policies during the Second World War was tenuous and halting and relied on measures 

emphasizing compromise, conciliation and decentralization,” not the use of its 

extraordinary power or disciplinary violence.53 Even if King’s Liberals desired to impose 

industrial discipline through mass terror, it lacked the boots to do so.54 This is perhaps 

                                                                                                                                             
Canadian Historical Review 86:5 (2005): 619. For a curiously sympathetic biography of Howe see Walter 
Bothwell and William Kilbourn, C.D. Howe: A Biography (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1979); for a 
less sympathetic interpretation of Howe see Chapter 9. 
 
52 In many ways, this provides some insight into the terror regime of the Soviet Union in the 1930s. When 
legislation, diktats, and regulations are ineffective, when workers refuse to do what was expected, when 
absenteeism was high, when there were strikes for higher wages, better living conditions, and less 
incompetent management: what remains to enforce industrial control and state power? If workers will not 
work in the way that the state desires, what can be done? For significant sections of the Canadian political 
and economic elite the answer was ‘shoot them until we achieve labour discipline.’ This did not happen in 
Canada; it did in the USSR. See Wendy Z. Goldman, Terror and Democracy in the Age of Stalin: The 
Social Dynamics of Repression (New York, Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
 
53 Michael D. Stevenson, “Conscripting Coal,” 60; Michael D. Stevenson, Canada's Greatest Wartime 
Muddle: National Selective Service and the Mobilization of Human Resources During World War II 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2001). 
 
54 King would never have desired any such thing. He prided himself on being both an expert and a friend to 
the worker, at least those who were “responsible” in his estimation. See Chapter 1 and the Conclusion; 
Desmond Morton, Working People, 167. Further, King was delighted when the TLC offered a No-Strike 
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most clearly evident in the case of the strikes and resistance in relation to the Japanese 

removal and concentration operations. If the state could not even impose industrial 

discipline on a racially and martially despised group under constant armed guard in forced 

labour camps, what hope did it have of actually policing an active and driven proletariat? 

With notable exceptions, significant portion of this study uses the Strike and 

Lockout files that were constructed by the Department of Labour during WWII as a 

springboard. The Strikes and Lockout files have come under criticism by Ian McKay and 

Gregory Kealey for significantly underestimating the number of strikes. They show that 

the results were skewed by collectors who made deeply political choices regarding what 

constituted a strike at all. Ian McKay contrasted the files’ contents with his own evidence 

from an intricate and detailed study of Nova Scotia. McKay found that the department 

undercounted strikes in his period by at least half.55 Gregory Kealey found that the files 

made relatively arbitrary and politically motivated decisions on what even constituted a 

strike. Bureaucrats constructed taxonomies that eliminated short strikes, ones that had 

fewer than ten actors, were launched by women or children, or occurred in industries or 

geographies that they considered outside of their jurisdiction.56 However, during World 

War II state apparatus of knowledge production had grown in strength, power, 

sophistication, and size.57 The federal civil service grew from 46,000 employees in 1939 

                                                                                                                                             
Pledge in 1939 in exchange for labour representation on boards and committees regarding union issues. He 
was saddened when the limited political capital he extended was insufficient to pass even such moderate 
measures early in the war. 
 
55 Ian McKay, “Strikes in the Maritimes, 1901-1914,” Acadiensis, 13 (Autumn 1983), 3-46. 
 
56 Gregory Kealey and Douglas Cruikshank, "Strikes in Canada, 1891-1950," Workers and Canadian 
History (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 345-418. 
 
57 The Labour Gazette is guilty of the issues levelled at the Strikes and Lockout files from before the war, 
and remains a deeply unreliable source for numerical or statistical analysis. For instance, a strike was called 
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to 115,000 by 1945, and the increasingly massive Department of Labour was one of the 

beneficiaries of this.58 

During WWII previous limitations on the procurement of data were ignored. The 

Labour Gazette continued to be a poor reflection of industrial realities, but the 

Department of Labour and the clippings department itself was near fanatical in its 

collection of information. Strikes that lasted only minutes were counted during the war, as 

were strikes of only a very few workers. Indeed, strikes that would never have made it 

into the files before the war constitute a considerable part of this study. If a strike was 

noted in Canadian newspapers between 1939 and 1945, the well-staffed and methodical 

DoL opened a file and pestered the employer until they procured a satisfactory answer.59 

The clippings department was rather shoddy with coverage however, and one cannot rely 

on them for accuracy or complete coverage of events. Even if a strike did not make the 

newspapers, if the DoL heard about one they opened a file and pestered the employer for 

information. This study makes tremendous use of these forgotten and ignored strikes.  

The Department sent out thousands of notices to employers admonishing them for 

more information on strikes (or ‘events,’ as many employers were reticent to call workers’ 

collective action a ‘strike’), many of which were answered with a baffled reply. If a DoL 

                                                                                                                                             
for higher wages. Once on the picketline workers decided that they wanted union recognition as well. In the 
rubric this strike would then be generally considered a strike for union recognition. If they won wage 
increases but lost recognition, this was considered a failed strike. For this reason, it is unwise to use the 
Labour Gazette to construct narratives, every strike has to be examined on its own merits. However, Bob 
Russell has done the math on the relative success of strikes, as the government decided them, and his tables 
can be found in Back to Work?, 194-195. 
 
58 Doug Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State 1900-1945 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1986): 256. 
 
59 The S&L remain littered with unfilled forms from small strikes during the period, and reading all of the 
files from the beginning of the war to the end, apart from being a tiring exercise, revealed some serious sass 
from the DoL in badgering employers into sending information.  
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bureaucrat found a strike in a clipping, read about one in a newspaper, or heard a rumor or 

RCMP report of any form of unrest, a letter was sent. The restrictions noted by Kealey 

were removed for the duration of the war, as the Canadian government developed an 

increased obsession with labour unrest and wanted all available information. If a strike 

made it into a Canadian newspaper during World War II, there is a file on it. This means 

that the DoL built not only a relatively cohesive archive of raw information, but also that 

it saved what would have otherwise been lost. Indeed, knowledge of the strikes by First 

Peoples would have never emerged if not for the singular fixations of the DoL, as there 

are no other records of the action, including in the press. While the Strikes and Lockout 

files are a deeply imperfect tool, they remain the best vector to engage with strikes during 

World War II. Their previous constraints on undertakings were removed (size, density, 

length, gender, age) and the department was much more intensive in their investigations, 

and relentless in their pursuit of information. 

The Workers’ War is particularly concerned with modifying the historiography 

and accepted theory, but it is also concerned with being reflective history 

foundationalized on good historical practice.60 This work is organized by topic, and 

chapters line up only only loosely with a strict chronology. To this end when one looks at 

all of the strikes and curates them for the reader, we find that there was a diversity of 

strikes launched by a diversity of actors. In most of these strikes union leadership (if 

                                                
60 ‘Canadian’ history has always had a disproportionate bias for scholarship regarding Ontario (or Upper 
Canada), Quebec, and Nova Scotia. Too often works limited to these geographies are branded as 
“Canadian” history. The Workers’ War articulates a more capacious view, and advocates a far more 
geographically inclusive articulation of Canadian history. Moreover, The Workers’ War was written well 
cognizant of the crushing bias towards Canada’s two major digitized newspapers, both in Toronto, and 
emphasizes a multitude of sources. Ian Milligan. “Illusionary Order: Online Databases, Optical Character 
Recognition, and Canadian History, 1997-2010,” Canadian Historical Review, 94:4 (2013), 540-569. 
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extant) learned of the strike at about the same time as the Department of Labour (DoL). A 

commonality of the all of these strikes is that they show how weak, and weakly enforced, 

the disciplinary regimes were. The government had tremendous power, but they were 

rarely able, even if they were willing, to use it. It is also concerned with bringing in a 

representative demographic into the record. The Canadian proletariat had huge numbers 

of non-Anglo-male-factory workers, and their history is just as important and central a 

part of this history of capitalism as any other, as they were central economic actors.61 

Lastly, it shows just how effective direct action was, especially when juxtaposed to 

normative union led strikes. This is particularly apparent, and why the failed strike of 

Pioneer is examined in detail in Chapter 3. 

The first chapter is as close to high political history as this work can muster. It 

argues that there was diversity within the ruling class, and that this diversity created sharp 

disagreements about how exactly to deal with the labour problem. Regarding the labour 

problem, it advances an idea of how the CCF was able to outflank the CPC on the left, 

mainly through the CCF’s support of militancy beyond the CPC or even labour 

leadership, and how this invigorated the social democrats electorally.  

This thesis is committed to giving the unions fair dealing, and the third chapter 

investigates the first major normative strike of the war. At the Pioneer gold mine in 

British Columbia workers organized with Mine-Mill attempted to achieve the closed shop. 

The entirety of labour and the left backed them, despite the illegality of the strike. Their 

tactics escalated until eventually the workers occupied the mine. But even with this, their 

strike was broken and the workers blacklisted. This is an example of how most normative 
                                                
61 For a rich theoretical understanding on the shifting demographics in working-class Canada during this 
period see David Camfield, “Class, Politics and Social Change: The Remaking of the Working Class in. 
1940s Canada,” PhD thesis, York University, 2002. 
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strikes looked during World War II, and serves as an corollary to the ‘normative union’ or 

collective bargaining thesis noted above. After all, if the strikers kept getting whipped, 

and if wage controls were effective, why did the union movement grow? The answer lies 

in the remainder of the chapters, and it begins and ends with direct action. 

Chapter four examines strikes without unions. Although the boilerplate narrative 

for industrial relations during the war is focused on normative collective bargaining and 

the role of unions, dozens of strikes during the war, many quite fruitful, were launched by 

workers with no union whatsoever - or even worse, a spy-ridden company union. This 

examination gives access to workers’ self-activity in the North and the hinterlands, 

including peoples left out of the histories that seem to conspire to keep Canadian history 

firmly within the corridor between Halifax and Toronto. Further it gives access to a more 

representative demographic of the proletariat working within Canada. 

This is not a hagiography of the militant proletariat. There was always the 

potential for a dark underside of working-class culture and workers’ self-activity, and 

chapter five examines the main instances of this during the war. Focused mainly on 

miners in Nova Scotia, we examine the wildcat strikes that attempted to rid the mines of 

“foreign” and “alien” fellow workers. Far from a minor event, during the early war period 

these strikes cost more worker-hours than any other concerted action. This chapter 

examines why they did so, and the repercussions of their actions.  

The Japanese Canadian experience during World War II has seen seemingly 

endless examination, which makes the contents of chapter six so surprising. The 

normative understanding of the Japanese experience is of quietism and humble 

acquiescence to their horrible plight. This chapter shows that narrative to be objectively 
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false. In fact, during the war the Japanese launched dozens of strikes, engaged in a least 

three major riots, and were able to significantly affect their detention conditions through 

direct action. The story of the Japanese detention is not one of acceptance, but of 

relatively effective energetic action against their conditions. 

The experience of women during the war has seen a great deal of exploration by 

historians. In Canada these examinations are either strikingly concerned with policy and 

governmentality, or alternatively with discursive concerns about the construction of 

“women” within this or that intellectual formation. Although particularly the former is of 

great use, leaving out women’s activity during the war does a great disservice to a 

complicated and more complete picture of the proletariat. Women struck and won with 

astonishing regularity during the war, almost always in self-organized fashion. A notable 

chapter fills this gap. 

Quebec, and particularly working women in Quebec, have not seen intensive 

investigation relating to their industrial action during the war. However, women in 

Quebec, and Francophone women in particular, were remarkably active in taking action to 

better their working lives. Chapter eights examines the strike action undertaken by women 

during the war, and just as in the previous chapter, nearly all of these actions were self-

organized and done without union involvement. These were not minor actions, they 

included a general strike in Quebec City in the Boot and Shoe industry, an industry that 

almost solely engaged in war work, and strikes at the largest munitions factory in Canada. 

The final chapter looks at miners in Alberta. The UMWA organized Alberta’s coal 

mines exclusively, but they were deeply unpopular with their membership. Chapter nine 

examines how miners wildcatted less against their employer than against the state and 
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their union. Small strikes escalated into a General Strike in the Drumheller Valley, 

Canada’s largest singular domestic coal producing area. After the General Strike was put 

down, the miners pushed leadership into a District wide strike. The miners beat 

Mackenzie King’s wartime wage controls handily by defying back to work orders and 

legislation, and helped directly usher in the implementation of PC 1003. 

This thesis is concerned with making one major point, and in the process of doing 

so making some smaller ones. The major point is that the state brought in a cohesive 

regime of industrial relations legislation because of militant action from Canadian 

workers, but did so in a manner that would punish effective action and promote 

ineffective, legalistic action. This was not a conspiratorial scheme, but one that emerges 

naturally out of the material reality of full employment in a wartime setting. Second, the 

diversity of direct action has been beaten out of the unions since PC 1003, and this thesis 

wants to show just what strikes could look like in this period. Last, this thesis wants to 

evidence that the workers who forced the state to capitulate on workers’ demands, in 

whatever lens they were refracted through, were not just Anglo men sweating in factories. 

Then as now, the realities of militant direct action were as diverse as the population, and 

this should be clear and celebrated. Though most workers walked out to get a few more 

cents an hour, to control their work, or to get fired workers back on the job, the sum total 

of their largely illegal collective action produced a lasting and massive impact on the 

history of this country, and that, in and of itself, is a history to celebrate and remember. 
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This study is concerned with the way in which workers took direct action against 

employers, largely from the shop floor itself. In many ways, this is a bottom-up history of 

direct action in World War II. It reflects the fact that Canada’s militant and/or active 

proletariat during the war was not solely Anglo-Celtic, male, factory workers largely 

organized with mainstream labour, particularly unions affiliated with the CIO. During the 

war that state set up an escalating system of control designed to stymie workers’ self-

activity, yet workers often won major victories in the face of such repressive measures. 

Noticeably minor are strikes for union recognition and the closed shop, most of which 

were broken rather easily. When workers played within the realm of industrial legality, 

they generally lost, when they were operative from the shop-floor they had much more 

success. The state may have dictated that nearly all strikes were illegal (the government 

banned strikes at a federal level in all ‘war related’ industries, and during the war almost 

all industries were war related) but workers routinely struck and gained significant 

concessions nonetheless. The government enacted strict wage controls, and wage 

increases were technically against the law in most instances. The closed shop and union 

recognition were both legal, yet we find hundreds of instances where wage control laws 

were broken (often by the state itself) but very few instances where Canadian unions won 

the closed shop or union recognition. Procuring the illegal was easier through direct action 

that getting what was legal through due process. 

Such a phenomenon cries out for investigation, if only in brief, of the higher level 

political and socio-cultural ideas on how actors conceived and accomplished maintenance 

of class rule. It remains essentially true that the “executive of the modern state” is little 

more than “a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie,” but 
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this form of social relations is deeply contingent, and always in a process of negotiation. 

While members of the capitalist class tend to agree on basic assumptions of the sanctity of 

private property, capitalist social relations, and rule of law, they have never been 

internally coherent or intellectually monolithic.1 More specifically within the politico-

capitalist class one can identify a gradation of opinion between the differing poles of 

interest, even though their views were often different, even in competition. The 

dissimilarities of the right and the left wing of capital, or what I term the ‘technocratic’ 

and the ‘repression’ schools relate mainly to different approaches to profit, tolerance for 

violence and coercion, and to the stability, even the abiding viability, of society, capital, 

and the state in their entrenched forms.2 This is not to say that the left and right wings do 

not agree on the basic structure of the state and capital; they plainly do.3 However the 

disagreements among capitalists do not lie within why they govern, but how best to do so, 

and even within these wings there is tremendous disagreement and variety of opinion, and 

both must respond to conflict, particularly economic activity by the working class. 

Generally speaking, the left wing of capital looks to the long-term stability and 

reproduction of capitalist society (as it understands that society), and is willing to 

substantially compromise immediate power and/or profitability for the sake of the 

                                                             
1 For instance, the entirety of capital in Canada lined up in vicious lockstep against the CCF, with the 
Chamber of Commerce playing a particularly grotesque role in vilifying the party. When it came to socialist 
electoral politics, capital in Canada showed remarkable cohesion, vision, and verve in their opposition. For 
an in depth analysis of just how extreme capital’s fight against the CCF was see John Boyko, Into the 
Hurricane: Attacking Socialism and the CCF (Winnipeg: Shillingford, 2006). 
 
2 Psychological and cultural factors play a role as well but we should avoid offering psychological or 
metaphysical explanations for social actions. For more on the problems of psychohistory, and its lack of 
explanatory value see Mark Leier, Bakunin: The Creative Passion (New York: St. Martins, 2006), xii. 
  
3 The role of fascism notwithstanding. For a more concerted look see, Robert Paxton, The Anatomy of 
Fascism (New York: Vintage, 2007). 
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continuing reproduction of their desired social relationships and stability. In contrast, the 

right wing of capital tends to be unconcerned with exacerbating or fertilizing social 

discord in its drive for immediate profits. When workers resist this drive, the right wing of 

capital tends to desire harsh discipline in response. Technocrats believe it can be solved 

through governance, policy, and corporatism.4  

Although there is much agreement within the capitalist class, the gradated 

differences tend to manifest particularly around times of crisis. The war was never an 

existential threat to the Canadian state, but low unemployment combined with official 

wartime egalitarianism was pregnant with possibility. In wartime Canada Mackenzie 

King, his political clique and technocrats sought to control this internal economic crisis. 

Alongside some groups of the business community, this group represented the left wing of 

capital.5 This is why King enacted such sweeping labour legislation during the early part 

of the war. He believed that he could pre-emptively control workers through clever 

governance, by banning most strikes, through wage and job controls, through price and 

inflation measures, and through an oppressive apparatus of fines and limited discipline 

regarding labour - up to and including internment. King believed, at least hoped, that 

                                                             
4 Tremendous violence and subversion was used in breaking the power of organized labour and the left in 
North America. For more see, Michael Cohen, "The Ku Klux Government": Vigilantism, Lynching, and the 
Repression of the IWW." Journal for the Study of Radicalism 1:1 (2007): 31-56; and Rebecca Hill, Men, 
Mobs, and Law: Anti-lynching and Labor Defense in U.S. Radical History (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2008). In Canada see the massive surveillance state apparatus erected almost exclusively to undermine and 
surveil the left. 
 
5 King has seen a tremendous amount of investigation from labour historians in particular, including from 
this author. For the genesis of the debates on King’s ideology in relation to unions and discipline see Reg 
Whitaker, “The Liberal Corporatist Ideas of Mackenzie King,” Labour/Le Travail 3 (1977): 137-169; and 
Paul Craven, “King and Context: A Reply to Whitaker” Labour/Le Travail 4 (1979): 165-186. For a general 
overview see JL Granatstein, The Ottawa Men: The Civil Service Mandarins. 1935-1957 (Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1982). For contemporary analysis see Ian McKay, “The Canadian Passive Revolution 
1840-1950,” Capital & Class 34:3 (2010), 361-381.   
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these would be enough to control the labour trouble that inevitably emerges during 

periods of full employment, mass government spending, and the massive intensification 

of production.6 However, King always saw himself as a friend of labour, and his diaries 

are filled with entries deriding people in his own government as “reactionaries” in their 

opinions toward organized labour.7 After all, when Toronto Star publisher Joseph 

Atkinson joined King at his house for supper the Prime Minister agreed with Atkinson’s 

conclusion that Winston Churchill “was a Tory Imperialist at heart.”8  

King wanted labour and its votes, and felt that he could partner with labour to 

build a better Canada. Nevertheless, as the original diktats were tested and failed, and as 

their ever more complex and harsh replacements failed in kind, the government steadily 

increased their severity and scope. However, the state always lacked the police, or even 

the troops, to actually enforce even a fraction of their powers. Although he constructed an 

apparatus that had nearly unlimited power on paper, it failed to translate in any real way 

to the material conditions of conflict. Lacking the power and the stomach for mass terror 

and violence, enforcing social controls was very, very difficult indeed. As Marx pointed 

out: “The will of the capitalist is certainly to take as much as possible. What we have to 

do is not to talk about his will, but to enquire into his power, the limits of that power, and 

                                                             
6 This is at least because King deeply believed in liberal ideas on liberty, and did not want to overly impinge 
on anyone’s liberty, including the freedom of the employer to decide whether or not they would have a 
closed shop. Reg Whitaker, "Political Thought and Political Action in Mackenzie King." Journal of 
Canadian Studies 13 (1978-79): 40-60.  
 
7 A cursory reading of his diaries during wartime shows dozens of instances of him flabbergasted by his 
cabinet’s heavy-handed, and “reactionary” ideas on how to deal with labour. 
 
8 MKD. 19 January 1944. 
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the character of those limits.”9 The character is the differentiation within the gradation of 

capitalist normativity; this character and the potentiality for exercising power is what 

distinguishes the trajectories of the capitalists’ bifurcated wings and the proletariats’ 

influence and response.    

In a similar camp as King and his technocrats, the Canadian Chamber of 

Commerce thought that “labour peace was more important than protecting the right of 

capital not to recognize a union,” owing to its memberships’ interest in trade and finance, 

rather than the immediacy of profit.10 A few newspapers, particularly the liberal Toronto 

Star concurred with this stance. A Star article denounced CD Howe, and those of his ilk, 

who wanted the aluminum strike at Arvida smashed through violence by the army. Even 

though “the strike was illegal, it was simply a spontaneous action,” and did not warrant 

aggressive correction. The Star argued that it was “all too prevalent a tendency to 

presume that labor’s strikes are entirely labor’s fault…that avoiding strikes should be all 

on labor but not on management.”11 The notion of technocratic control and tutelage rather 

than violence or internment was the intellectual position for the thinking capitalist during 

the war. However, the majority of the remainder of the capitalist class was camped firmly 

in the right, alongside a great number of politicians. When strikes like Pioneer were minor 

and quickly crushed at the beginning of the war, such questions were largely academic. 

By 1943, full employment and anger over economic controls led fully one third of union 

                                                             
9 Karl Marx, Value, Price and Profit (New York: International, 1969), accessed online at the Marxist 
Internet Archive. Accessed 17 March 2015. 
 
10 Aaron McCrorie, “PC 1003: Labour, Capital and the State,” in Cy Gonick, Paul Phillips and Jesse Vorst 
(eds.), Labour Gains, Labour Pains: Fifty Years of PC 1003 (Winnipeg: Fernwood, 1995), 29. 
 
11 Toronto Star, 22 October 1941. 
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members out on strike in only a few months. When they were joined by tens of thousands 

of non-union workers on the picketlines, it became something of a more practical question 

indeed. 

The other side of the gradation included the Canadian Manufacturers Association, 

with whom King met in 1941 to try and sell it on a wartime labour policy. The CMA 

desired the status quo: labour volunteerism, union non-recognition, protection for 

company unions (‘independent unions’ and ‘company-employee representation plans’ in 

its parlance) and strikes dealt with through police violence, internment, or incarceration. 

Isabela Mares and Peter Swenson have noted this bifurcation in their theoretical work on 

the subject of the construction of the welfare state. They have both convincingly shown 

that companies employing skilled labourers, insurance providers, publicly oriented 

professional associations, and finance all have an interest in consistency, and therefore 

broadly supported state activity to produce stability. However, those involved in primary 

resource industries, low value-added manufacturing concerns, and representatives of the 

retail industry tend to be much more reactionary.12 These international studies hold true in 

Canada, and electoral-political differences among parliamentarians largely break along 

the lines of which employers held the most power in their ridings. As political differences 

cleaved on ideas of stability and profit, so too did their respective camps. 

One side saw the unions as a dastardly communist, and almost certainly foreign, 

plot, that conjured fear and warranted outright destruction. In the authoritarian mind, 

union leadership fomented discontent, their members little more than dupes. The CMA 

                                                             
12 Isabela Mares, The Politics of Social Risk Business and Welfare State Development (Cambridge: CUP, 
2003); Peter Swenson, Capitalists Against Markets: The Making of Labor Markets and Welfare States in the 
United States and Sweden (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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and others perceived labour unrest as the result of militant union leadership or subversive 

agitators taking the proletariat down a red path. Such conspiratorial notions left little room 

for analysis from the bottom up, and reflected the moneyed elites’ ideas on the cognitive 

horizons of the working class.13 Although workers’ militancy was relatively low in the 

early years of the war, by 1941 it was clear that the economy, and more importantly 

profits, was going to be severely impacted by strikes and disruptions. Faced with ever-

increasing militancy, in 1941 the CMA took action. At their three day convention, they 

concocted a line based “on the actual facts of the labour situation throughout Canada” as 

they understood them, a position they stuck to for the remainder of the war and beyond.14 

They demanded immediate action, not because their profits were in jeopardy, but because 

organized labour was a “grave menace to the entire war production effort of this country.”  

The CMA argued that the current strikes in 1941 were not normal strikes, but 

something else entirely.15 “Do not,” the CMA begged the reader, “think for a moment 

these are a question of usual matters…wages, hours of labour, conditions of working and 

the cost of living.” No, these strikes were the result of “sinister…dangerous men trying to 

seize control of the key war industries in order to control the workers” and to “restrict the 

output of munitions.”16 Failure to heed these heady demands during this “desperate 

emergency” would lead, at the very least, to Armageddon. The CMA believed that their 

crusade had “the wholehearted support of the great majority of the Canadian people and 

                                                             
13 McCrorie, “PC 1003,” 28. 
 
14 Toronto Star, 12 June 1941. 
 
15 It should be noted, again, that strikes would nearly triple two years out from this statement.  
 
16 Toronto Star, 12 June 1941. 
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the great majority of all industrial employees” as long as they were not the ones who were 

“misled, threatened and coerced by a few men.”  

The majority of this present project clearly shows that a significant number of 

strikes that were launched during World War II were not planned from the top, or by a 

group of sinister communists, but snap strikes called from the shop floor. This is 

logarithmically true for the strikes that achieved some measure of success. Moreover, the 

vast majority of strikes were tepidly supported by their central unions, and many were met 

with little more than resigned grump from regional or national union bodies. The few 

strikes that were called as major national endeavours tended to be spectacular failures. 

The CMA was objectively wrong. The real reason for the hyperbole was in service of 

getting the government to intern or jail anyone who advocated anyone going on strike, to 

demonize the practice generally, and to create space for their demand that disseminating 

“subversive” literature be akin to buying a one-way ticket straight to an internment camp. 

One can safely assume that the CMA would have gladly offered a member or seven to 

decide exactly what entered into the taxonomy of “subversive.” The CMA knew that 

strikes increased wages, that the diktats by order in council to keep them low were failing 

even as early as 1941, and that they would make far more money if strikes and leaders 

were simply put down by force. The CMA was much more concerned with demonizing 

the idea of striking and criminalizing the act. On the side of patriotism was, naturally, the 

CMA. Their members promised to do anything to produce the maximum amount of war 
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materiel, excepting, perhaps, raising wages. Thankfully, workers in Canada paid very 

little attention to the bleating from the monocle and moneybag set. 

The demands by the CMA stood in sharp contrast to the weltanschauung of the 

technocrats. Most technocrats perceived respectable, bureaucratic workers’ organizations 

as potential partners. For them, unions were still onerous, but not formations slated only 

for destruction. With proper tutelage, molding, and clever jurisprudence - including harsh 

discipline when necessary - unions could be partnered with, or at least directed, to build a 

more sustainable and peaceable socio-economic sphere within capitalist Canada. Many in 

the technocratic camp saw a change in legislation as a shift in law, as merely a 

formalization of already existing realities. In Canadian workplaces many unions had the 

vast majority of workers signed up, but employers were emphatically against the closed 

shop. From a technocratic perspective, if a union already had control of the workforce, 

offering the closed shop in exchange for labour peace was not a massive concession. 

Indeed, such a trade was the rational choice; it was the refractory employer who 

demanded no impediments to their abstracted ideas of freedom who were allowing 

emotions to cloud their judgement. If unionization meant constant production, even if the 

notion was loathsome, it was a superior option to maintaining an emotional attachment to 

the freedom to rule.  

As early as 1941 King knew that the status quo of capital and the state’s liberal 

relationship with the Canadian proletariat was potentially explosive. Although King had 

long worried about unrest, the crises of full employment cast it into sharp relief, shifting 

industrial crisis from a theoretical issue to a solvable practical problem. With the 

Workers’ Revolt of 1919 firmly in his mind, by 1940 King told cabinet that he was 
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worried that demobilization would bring tremendous, even revolutionary stress to 

Canadian society.17 Warnings of social disruption were common within the crisis of the 

depression, both globally and domestically. The Depression-era Rowell-Sirois 

Commission was replete with dire warnings of social breakdown, and the Massey wing of 

the Liberal party was ameliorative in direction for this very reason. Nevertheless, when 

full employment was reached in 1941, these prognostic warnings were seemingly coming 

true. By 1941 the Canadian economy was under remarkable stress from industrial action. 

Depression-era unemployment was gone, and the Dominion was entering near full 

employment. The rule of law had essentially broken down, with workers routinely 

ignoring the manifold fiat legislative controls passed to control strikes. In that important 

1941 meeting with a “delegation of manufacturers,” King clearly articulated that “the 

world situation [is] a social revolution as well as international war.” He continued that 

strikes would multiply and intensify, and that it was their collective responsibility to take 

the coming revolution and ensure that it did not foundationally rip apart the fundamental 

social relationships of their current socio-economic reality.18 Apart from the micro 

problems of hampering the war effort, strikes were further a form of class tutelage.  

Strikes clearly evidence the chasm of interests between workers and those who 

profited off their labour. During the war, normal anti-strike rhetoric found another gear 

yet was forced to operate within the crucible of jingoistic anti-fascism, talk about 

                                                             
17 James Struthers, No Fault of their Own: Unemployment and the Canadian Welfare State, 1914-1941 
(Toronto: UTP, 1983), 197-199. 
 
18 MKD. 5 May, 1941. 
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democracy, and the juxtaposition between freedom and fascism.19 Teaching a thousand 

workers about the class struggle with workbooks is difficult and carries no guarantee of 

success. Twenty minutes on a picket line can do better quicker, and make legitimate 

material gains in the process. A poll done later in the war asked respondents whether they 

would have business or unions in control of the government, and 49% of respondents 

sided with the unions, and only 26% supported business.20 LS MacDowell argued that 

“The CCL unions were not popular in wartime Canada,” but this is based on the press, 

which was notably deeply reactionary in Canada. Even King said that “the press is largely 

in the hands of Tory directors and tools.”21 Anti-strike animus was surely in the water in 

the press, but it did not dissuade workers from striking, and failed to turn the public 

against unions, which workers seemed to trust and joined in record numbers. It seems that 

people were a little more clear-headed on where their interests lay. 

Just as the employer was willing to use the rhetoric of wartime patriotism to 

demonize workers, workers and their comrades were more than willing to use the rhetoric 

of fascism against the employer, particularly during strikes. Workers’ and socialist 

movements were well aware that Hitler and Mussolini came for the trade unions and 

leftists first, and engaged this rhetoric throughout the war. Workers constantly denounced 
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union busting, strike breaking, anti-worker legislation, and general anti-union activity by 

the employer as fascist methods. 

In Toronto Willard Bliss of United Electrical argued that that it was no accident 

that interned union leader CS Jackson was “picked up when he was fighting for justice. 

These are the same tactics as employed by Herr Hitler.” To drive the point home he 

argued that such actions were the “incipient working of Fascism.”22 During a strike in 

Vancouver at the Pacific Bolt company, William Stewart from the International 

Woodworkers of America (IWA) argued that the management was “helping Hitler” 

through their policies against unions, and that they were “a member of the fifth column in 

Canada holding up the production of war materials.”23 CIO leader Charlie Millard was 

briefly jailed for daring to say that “there was not a great deal of sense in going to Europe 

to fight Hitlerism, while there was Hitlerism right here in Canada.”24 In Parliament CCF 

MP Angus MacInnis said that a strike at National Steel Car Co. showed Robert Magor 

(the head of the National Steel who had demanded the government “clamp down on 

labour”) that “he was not so powerful a fuehrer as he thought” in the face of organized 
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workers.25 This discourse was consistent throughout the war from workers, union 

leadership, and the CCF.26  

King noted that myopic employers and government officials had a “certain 

blindness” that “caused them to see only one side of the question they were interested in,” 

and not the potential collective ramifications of their actions and/or active inactivity. King 

did not perceive anti-unionism as incipient fascism. He did view employers’ (in)activity 

and staunch opposition to unionization, obstruction of technocratic trajectories of 

workers’ discipline, and the “reactionary” desire to break strikes through state violence as 

a serious problem for social stability. As importantly it also harmed his own chances for 

re-election.27 King saw within this international milieu of revolutionary potential a spectre 

that posed an existential threat to the Canadian state. Violently attacking strikes not only 

led to their expansion, but could turn a normal factory into a martyr factory. And though 

public sympathy to wartime strikes was mixed, attacking or jailing picketers would surely 

lead to increasing levels of public sympathy and bad press.28 In the case of violence, 

sympathy strikes, and bad press, the Workers’ Revolt surely haunted him. Far from being 

a simple issue of ‘rule of law,’ ‘impinging on profits,’ or ‘foreign agitators,’ mass strikes 

were simultaneously organizing and politicizing, if not radicalizing, the proletariat; and in 
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doing so destabilized the economy, the government, and potentially even the state. King 

and his cohort realized this, perceived the scope of the threat, and proposed a solution. 

Blinkered, recalcitrant manufacturers, and most politicians, did not.  

King was further concerned about the CCF making inroads due to the intractable 

position of the state and capital in regards to wages, strikes, and general industrial unrest. 

In the 1940 election, the CCF garnered only 8.5% of the vote. By September 1943, the 

CCF was the most popular party in the country, commanding 29% in electoral polls.29 Far 

less worrying electorally, but far more worrying politically, the Labour-Progressive Party 

(Communist) was having some electoral success, both federally and provincially.30 The 

CPC came into the war strong. Much of the militant action during the Depression had 

been led or organized by the Communists. Through unemployed marches, organizing, and 

struggles, anti-eviction actions, the tremendously successful activities in smuggling 

people from the Dominion to fight in Spain - the CPC was always at the forefront. With 

the house of labour in disarray and the CCF disjointed and apparently failing, the 

Communists should have been able to make tremendous gains during the wartime labour 

crunch. 

In 1939, the Ontario CCF had less than a thousand members, and the CPC was 

strong nationally and within the province.31 Moreover, the CPC had a militant line, even 

within the common front, whereas the CCF had always been a hodgepodge organization. 
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Some of its militants were to the left of even the Communists on some issues, but it also 

had a core of farmers and Christian socialists, who often had intrinsically different 

interests and views of the labour socialists. Christian Socialism, while vastly overplayed 

during the Cold War to the point of mendacity (and leaking into the historiography ever 

since), was a further irritant, gnawing at the edges of the organization. The CCF was weak 

despite its minor electoral victories. The CPC maintained solid bona fides due to their 

focus on anti-fascism and actually helping proletarians directly. When the CPC jumped 

from “all out against the fascist menace” to “we must not send our children to die for 

imperialist capitalism,” the CCF was largely silent. Internally the CCF had these very 

same issues and debates, with their analysis much the same. However as the CCF was a 

more democratic outfit, they were much more divisive. Speaking broadly, non-

involvement with the war was much the same within the Canadian populace at large. 

Even King wanted peace essentially until war was declared.  

Despite stumbling early, the CCF recovered and grew throughout the war. In 

Ontario the CCF convalesced to nearly 20,000 members by the end of the war.32 The real 

issue for the Communists in World War II was not the Hitler-Stalin pact, as has been so 

often assumed.33 What caused the CPC to falter during the war and lose membership was 

their slavish adherence to the needs of the war effort and support of the Liberals above 

that of workers. The CCF put ardent working-class support (including support for illegal 

strikes) at the forefront and were massively rewarded for it. The party remained deeply 

riven by many issues, but at its heart it was still a socialist organization, and during the 
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war many of its members still called for “revolution” and talked about class war in 

positive terms. Significant portions of the CCF refused to slide to the right during the war 

and were rewarded with increased adherence to their cause. However, their popularity 

stemmed from their concrete actions regarding labour, and it was workers and their 

ungovernable strikes, not necessarily unions (let alone the CCF), who kept Canadian 

capitalists up at night.  

Nevertheless, the program of the CPC was directed at telling workers to maximise 

war production, and the CCF’s program supported strikers and labour, even during illegal 

and wildcat actions. This actually put some socialist CCF MPs well to the left of the 

leadership of organized labour itself, such as when the Canadian Labour Herald 

denounced “Quickie strikes” and the “self-styled progressives” who want to “promote 

their political cult at the workers’ expense.”34 Or, when the CCF invited District 18 

members as fraternal delegates to their national convention in 1943 while their workers 

were out on an illegal general strike targeted as much at the union as at the state.35 After 

Operation Barbarossa started, the Communists were endlessly beating the war drum in the 

Canadian Tribune, and it was left to the CCF to support workers and their strikes, legal or 

illegal. With a militant proletariat, either militant leftists in the CCF were put to the 

forefront, or CCF politicians were yanked to the left. Either way, the party was pulled to 

support all but the most extreme manifestations of workers’ self-activity. And they did so 
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in Parliament and the press. During the war it was the CCF who was supporting striking 

workers, even when the strikers’ own unions were not.36  

The CCF and some labour leaders were surely lost in the sea of denunciations of 

working class self-activity. As we have seen, capital was on the offensive against wartime 

strikes, and attempted to paint strikers as duped fools at best, and treasonous saboteurs 

more likely. Peter McInnis has effectively shown in Harnessing Labour Confrontation 

how the intellectual elite talked about strikes and industrial issues generally in what 

passed for Canada’s opinion making set, and the moderate range of opinion therein, 

ranging from how to control strikes to how evil strikers were. Aside from the opinion of 

the intellectual elite, there was also strong sentiment that emerged from most newspapers 

across the country. Discounting union owned newspapers and the relatively liberal 

Toronto Daily Star and Vancouver Province, this sentiment was almost universally 

negative. Rather than report the news, the newspapers often spoke their opinions on it, 

and at some length and temerity. Early in the war the Ottawa Morning Journal proudly 

noted that “the Journal has ever stood staunchly for the rights of unions,” and that “all 

through its life it has stood up for labour.”37 During wartime however, apparently things 

changed. The Journal called a small strike at a shipbuilding plant “dangerous nonsense,” 

and demanded that as “the government has the power to stop” strikes, they should always 
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do so under the powers given to themselves under the WMA. Indeed, just as it was illegal 

to strike in the army, so should it be for industrial workers, as workers’ strikes “may be as 

dangerous.”38 Creeping barely below the surface of this statement was the argument that 

striking workers should be treated like insubordinate soldiers, either sent to the brig or 

shot. 

Speaking on the same shipyard strike in the Georgia Bay Shipyards, the deeply 

reactionary Toronto Telegram argued that “the responsibility for the strike lies upon 

labour,” not upon low wages or intolerable conditions.39 The Telegram demanded that the 

government deal with the strikers in the harshest measures needed to get them back to 

work. At this early time during the war, the “government must demonstrate that a 

stoppage in work from any cause will not be tolerated.” As the workers’ war went into 

overdrive in the strike-bound year of 1943, the Telegram got ever more strident in its 

denunciations of labour. The Telegram supported Ontario Premier Conant’s statement that 

the “Government of Ontario will not tolerate lawlessness on the part of any person at any 

time," and claimed that hard pickets were little more than “anarchy.”40 The Telegram 

availed their readers to Conant’s lack of character, so evidenced by him failing to break 

the strike using the truncheons of the provincial police. The editorial snidely remarked 

that his apparent cowardice meant that he “might as well resign and recommend to the 
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Lieutenant-Governor to call the CIO to form a government.” When John Eldon of the 

United Auto Workers (UAW) told the government that if they brought in the police or the 

army to break the hard picket lines at the Wallaceburg glassworks he would pack the town 

with “10,000 people” to protect the strikers and hold the lines, the Telegram accused him 

of advocating “mob rule,” and demanded that the police use “all the means at their 

disposal” to enforce the law - even if that meant mass violence.41 The editors at the 

Telegram later got their wish when the picketers actively defended their line and were 

attacked by police with tear gas and truncheons.42 

During the early years of the war, there were denunciations of strikers, many of 

which came from the government and newspapers, often working in tandem as will be 

shown in the chapter on the strike at Pioneer gold mines. Many other newspapers were 

willing to chastise labour early in the war and demand massive repression of workers, no 

matter how slight the action. A minor strike in the Rosamond Woolen Mills in Almonte, 

Ontario is a fine example here. It was a small strike during the phoney war, wherein 

workers were asking for a 10% wage increase. Even though the factory was operating at 

near full capacity due to war orders, workers had received no significant wage increases 

since the Depression. The St. Thomas Times-Journal came out viciously against their 

illegal strike. The paper demanded that workers “be reasonable” in their wage demands 

and drop their “threats to hold up industry.” In their denunciations the paper went so far as 
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to lump strikers in the same group as war profiteers or hoarders.43 The Times-Journal 

demanded that “labour leaders and workers” cleave to the ban on strikes in war industries, 

and thought that if a “few penalties were handed out, it might bring those engaged in war 

work the realization” that work should not be interrupted for any reason. Such sentiments 

were common during the early war, the Ottawa Morning Citizen arguing that in relation to 

a dockyard strike that “the government must have full power in the waging of total war,” 

that “the national interest of Canada in this war must be paramount over any private 

industrial unrest.”44 The newspapers knew that the government had given themselves near 

complete control over the martial state, and the newspaper wanted them to use it. 

Not all newspapers were against the strikers. The Vancouver Province argued that 

the Burrard Inlet canning strike, which was declared legal by the province, was the 

responsibility of the company, and not the workers. However, even in this instance, the 

editor argued that it was now a “big opportunity” for the employees to show some 

responsibility and “to establish themselves strongly in public sympathy” by conceding to 

minor demands.45 The company responded to this argument by taking out a three page 

                                                             
43 St. Thomas Times Journal, 17 August 1940. 
 
44 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 31 October 1940. 
 
45 Vancouver Province, 23 August 1941. 
  



 
 

- 50 - 

advertisement in the newspaper denouncing the strikers.46 Even when local newspapers 

were relatively sympathetic, the employer still got their message across.47  

The Globe and Mail was as prone to hyperbole as any of the other newspapers. In 

a particularly reactionary moment, the editors noted that “there is a war on in St. 

Catharines” regarding a strike at a tomato canning plant. This war “was not against the 

McKinnon Industries or the tomato growers in Kent and Essex, but against the Dominion 

of Canada and the men in uniform.”48 Like so many other screeds against workers and 

their action, this article used the now ubiquitous trope of the national interest. It was also 

ludicrous. A strike at a seasonal tomato canning plant is not a war on the troops. However, 

this shows how even the most innocuous, even minor, proletarian self-activity in a deeply 

non-essential industry was perceived as some sort of existential threat to capital and those 

in power. Never missing a chance to denounce labour, noted reactionary CD Howe 

demanded that “all loyal Canadians” had to return to work in the apparently desperately 

war-necessary tomato canning industry, and that respecting the picket line, let alone 

withholding labour, was tantamount to treason.49 In the face of such denunciations from 

the government and the fourth estate, labour leader AR Mosher “expressed disapproval of 

the strike on behalf of the CCL.”50 It was quite clear that sometimes striking workers had 
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no friends at all. Rosa Luxemburg’s warning that the “limited horizons” of union 

leadership can lead them to see their internal bureaucracies as “an end in itself, a most 

precious thing to which the interests of the struggle should be subordinated” rings true 

here indeed.51 

Strikes were causing class-consciousness to grow quickly and the invigorated CCF 

was speaking in class terms during the war, moving far to the left of the Communist Party. 

Knowing that the CCF was making hay from the industrial climate, King told the 

assembled employers that he “had prevented discussions in parliament so the subversive 

movements would not gain grounds through discussion there.” The last thing King’s 

Liberals wanted was to provide a platform for the CCF to attack them on a position where 

the Liberals were weak. CCF politicians were exceptionally critical of his government and 

its industrial policy. The continuation of the massive wartime strike wave (and all of the 

repercussions surrounding intensive strike activity) remained a threat to both Canadian 

capitalism and to the survival of this particular government. King could handle many 

things, but he would not tolerate an electoral loss. The prime minister would help the 

capitalists maintain their prospects over the long run whether they liked the remedy or 

not. In doing so, King would also maintain his government. 

King was at pains to relate to the capitalists that his “government was trying to 

keep things on an even keel perfectly impartial between labour and capital.” Although 

labour historians would surely raise an eyebrow at this statement, King meant it sincerely. 

Liberals of King’s ilk had long advocated the idea that labour and capital were partners 
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with a conjoined interest in building the project of ‘Canada.’ In the opening years of the 

twentieth century trade unions were increasingly perceived less as pernicious, provisional 

outbursts of the unwashed mob, and more as an entrenched and potentially useful partner 

in the ‘public’ or ‘national’ interest.52 For King, the ideal leaders of the organized working 

class were respectable and responsible, their activity limited to bargaining over wages and 

benefits in liberal fashion. In his view, responsible actors should be able to come to 

reasonable conclusions over the bargaining table, providing sufficient information and 

good faith.53 Any disagreements could be smoothed through technocratic government 

oversight. Workers would win because they would not have to strike, they would gain 

respectability, and a greater Canada would emerge in the process. Capital would win 

through stable profits and greater stability. But mostly, the state would win, as it would 

achieve its historical role of stabilized growth and prosperity.   

King’s dreams of liberal actors, however, were smashing on the shoals of a newly 

assertive proletariat and deeply recalcitrant capitalists. The war was not reason enough for 

the capitalists to put away their need for profits in the face of national and international 

                                                             
52 The “national interest” is always a synecdoche for the interest of capital. Mikhail Bjorge, “‘Socialistic 
Agitators of the Most Bigoted and Ignorant Type:’ The Western Federation of Miners, The Advent of 
Industrial Legality, and the Containment of the Socialist Challenge in British Columbia, 1900-1905.” MA 
Thesis, Queen’s University, 2009. For a critical analysis pertaining to the rise of the ‘useful’ union within 
this period see Rosa Luxemburg, Selected Political Writings, Dick Howard  (ed.), (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1971), 230-235; Anton Pannekoek, Non-Leninist Marxism: Writings on the Worker’s 
Councils (Miami: Red & Black Books, [1908] 2007), 110-113; for an earlier critical assessment of a similar 
argument see Karl Marx, “Inaugural Address of the International Working Men’s Association”; for a 
simplified argument see Harry Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically (Leeds: AK Press, 2000), 58-59, 87-89.  
Within the Canadian situation many parties had engaged craft-unionist leaders to achieve electoral victory 
for some time, see Gregory S. Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1980), 124-174. Paul Craven, An Impartial Umpire (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1980); Fudge and Tucker, Labour Before the Law, particularly chapters 10 and 11. 
 
53 King was often on the side of workers against the conservatives in his cabinet, to be fair, and certainly 
thought of himself as a friend of the worker, and not without some foundation in fact. 
 



 
 

- 53 - 

competition. Workers were failing to simply work through hardship and the horizon of 

possibility for the ‘greater good.’ Even in the early war period, King could see that 

something had to be done. Well before the intensive years of 1942 and 1943 when 

wartime strikes peaked, strikes were crippling the Canadian economy. Workers were 

ignoring controls on industrial action, and were breaking the law with few repercussions. 

Employers certainly used wage control legislation as their first excuse against increasing 

wages, but workers’ pressure and demographic realities were generally too intense to 

maintain strict adherence. The state had lost control, and grasped desperately to reassert 

itself in the interests of stability. Yet King steadfastly argued to workers that it was “far 

better not to proceed by coercion, if the desired results could be attained by other 

methods.”54 He refused to accede to demands for guaranteed collective bargaining 

enforced by the state. 

The answer to the strike wave was obvious to some, but that obviousness was 

different from every vantage point, and the situation was far from simple to rectify. King 

had to find a way to stop strikes. Strikes were more than a simple problem of production; 

they were increasingly a socio-economic concern within a geopolitical stew of 

revolutionary potential.  King told a group of manufacturers massed in his office that “if 

manufacturers wished to have this country saved from revolution later they would help 

the government all they could” at that very time. Not after the war, not sometime in the 

vague future, but in the present. King told the captains of capital that they could not “take 

the arbitrary stand that they had taken” against labour in general and the CIO in 
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particular.55 Seeing the situation more clearly than myopic profit-first capitalists, King 

knew that as inflationary pressure weakened the earning power of workers, strikes and 

community struggles would only continue to amplify in scope and intensity. As 

unemployment crawled towards zero the potential for the election of an ostensibly pro-

worker, socially democratic government (or worse) would be given space and energy by 

the pressure exerted by striking workers.  

King had neither the troops nor the desire to crush the strikes, and often had to 

accede to workers’ demands even though they contravened his own fiat legislation and 

wartime powers. Even if the government had the desire to crush strikes through violence 

and coercion -repercussions be damned - they lacked the hands to wield the bayonets, the 

jail space to house the malcontents, or workers to replace interned strikers. Further, it was 

not clear that the troops would side with the government if used in industrial disputes. The 

case of the Consumer Glass Company strike in May 1940 is highly informative here. 

During the strike, picketers were assaulted from inside the factory with “empty bottles” 

and other projectiles, and a “girl” on the picket line was struck by a car. Later that evening 

the strikers, around 200 men and 100 women, held a meeting. Following the meeting a 

“group of uniformed soldiers [and] more than 200 strikers stormed the plant,” with the 

soldiers leading the way.56 Before the action the strikers cut the telephone wires and 

extinguished the street lights surrounding the factory, so any police not already on scene 

were slow in coming. The soldiers and strikers “set fire to packing cases…broke the 

windows of the office building and sent six [strikebreakers] to hospital.”  They also 
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overturned the car of E.J. Brunning, company president. This “obviously well organized 

and executed attack” was only stopped “after a hard fight” by “Military and provincial 

police.” The soldiers “fled into the hills” and evaded capture.57  

In 1940, in Montreal, the police and military police got into a fight with uniformed 

soldiers who were supporting a hard picket in a strike. They were only able to fight the 

attackers off with “a large force” armed with “tear gas guns, rifles, and automatic gas 

guns.”58 The police attacked “several women” in the course of their duties, who “were 

struck by the clubs of the police.” If soldiers were “active partizans in the strike riot” and 

launched night time raids against struck factories, there was a clear question regarding 

their general loyalty.59 AR Mosher came out against the action, but at least placed the 

blame for the violence on the strikebreakers.60 Like all social change, this shift in the 

horizon of the possible was driven not by elite benevolence but by proletarian activity. 

For the technocrats, the trick was how to engage the workers in such a way that the state 

and capital could maintain control within these ever hazy, shifting horizons. For the left 

wing of Canadian capital, this was directing and shaping unions as disciplinary forces, 
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simultaneously acting as vectors for both the responsible expression and control of 

proletarian interests.   

Looking back at his meeting with the CMA, King said that the organized 

manufacturers were “as reactionary a group as I have ever met.” In King’s mind, they 

were capitalist scabs, elevating their personal, immediate interests above those of the state 

and capitalist ascendency, even their own systemic welfare.61 For the prime minister, the 

right wing of capital was not acting in its own best interest, let alone that of the 

government, let alone the state.62 The plan of progressive capital, forced by the unruly 

hand of the workers themselves, was to channel proletarian discontent and activity into 

self-disciplining organizations. Although this would breed mass unionization, it would 

also buy labour peace. The character, then, of the unions would reflect some of the macro 

needs of capital while serving the micro needs of particular constituencies within the 

working class. Employers hated unions, and despised unions organizing within their 

industries, but some sections of the capitalist class were simultaneously further sighted, 

and eager to buy labour peace at any cost - even a cost so odious as mass organization. 

Capitalists surely hated the plan, but as King noted, “I don't think they like it at all 

altogether but they deserved what they got.”63   

This “medicine” was the dialectic of instrumentalization and discipline of the 

unions. Alongside many within the international liberal-democratic political community, 
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62 Bob Russell Back to Work? Labour, State and Industrial Relations in Canada (Toronto: Nelson, 1990), 
208-210. 
63 MKD. 5 May, 1941. 
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Canadian elites had long dreamt of reforming unions from whatever they were into a tool 

of corporatist rule. During the war the drive for collective bargaining as a tool for stability 

began to spread beyond the circles of labour. Judges, who often served on conciliatory 

boards, became much more sympathetic. So too did the public, despite the bleating that 

came from the heads of industry.64 When R.C. McCutcheon, a former business manager 

for the garment workers addressed the government at the Trades and Labour Congress of 

Canada (TLC) annual convention he was quite clear. He demanded that the government 

give the labour movement collective bargaining legislation modelled after the Wagner 

Act, or labour “would sabotage your war effort.”65 They could not be eliminated or simply 

killed off, so they had to be controlled and channeled. Technocratic elites desired to trade 

for, if not enact, the possibilities for labour peace. Wartime unions in Canada were very 

diverse, but all operated in similar fashions. The unorganized were active, and their 

activity did not easily correlate to either discipline or channeling. Although the CIO was 

particularly fanatical with their (generally failed) attempts to organize closed shops, most 

other activity was undertaken for more immediate reasons: fired co-workers, increased 

pay, overtime, and job control.66 The state then endeavoured to channel this unrest into an 

easily controlled system, namely that of a newly normative regime of collective 

bargaining with severe limitations for what was on the bargaining table. With workers 

                                                             
64 Taylor Hollander, "Down the middle of the road," 208-210. 
 
65 Globe and Mail, 28 August 1942. Such language was surely disturbing to certain members of the elite, let 
alone the public. 
 
66 This desire to get some form of stability for the CIO made sense, as it was "poorly financed and 
organizationally impotent." Irving Abella, Nationalism. Communism, and Canadian Labour, 44. 
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threatening to burn down the table, capital and the state offered a guaranteed, if much 

smaller, table, and only under the wary rule of technocrats and armed guard.  

The trade-off was massive and intensive. The strike would be eliminated as an 

immediate shopfloor tool, sympathy strikes would be outlawed, and bargaining would be 

strictly confined into predetermined areas, with the sanctity of managerial control 

enmeshed at the centre.67 Indeed, it was simply the institutionalized creation of common 

interests between capital and the leadership of organized labour. For the CIO specifically, 

with its corporatist mindset, this trade-off was practically and ideologically within their 

wheelhouse. Early in the war the CIO had attempted to ban sympathy strikes on their 

own, so giving away that incredibly powerful tool gave the leadership little pause.68 In 

fact, a common role that the CIO played on Canada’s homefront was not mass organizing, 

but telling workers to stop striking - or not to act in the first place - and attempting to 

evidence their responsibility to employers and the state. It is little wonder that King 

“thought it well to identify with the CIO.”69 Their ideas were not terribly different. 

Though the CIO had the reputation as the most militant of the unions, their militancy 

generally emerged from the top down, in using their militant members and shopfloors to 

an end, rather than allowing their militants to democratically control action from the 

ground up. Moreover, by 1943 King was looking at polling numbers, and the CCF had the 

                                                             
67 Mitch Hepburn tried to introduce some provincial collective bargaining legislation in 1942. He stated that 
the legislation was needed as it was “the only way to obtain industrial and labour peace.” Toronto Star, 2 
September 1942. Further, Hepburn knew that King was secretly working on similar federal legislation with 
the unions, and he wanted to embarrass his hated peer while shoring up his electoral chances with labour, 
workers, and workers’ families.  
 
68 “CIO puts own ban on sympathy strike.” Toronto Star, 1 May 1941. The irony of trying to ban sympathy 
strikes on May Day was apparently lost on the CIO’s leadership. 
 
69 MKD, 17 September, 1942. 
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support of 42% of workers but only 5% of “businessmen and industrial leaders.”70 If 

nothing else, King could do simple demographic math. Further, by 1942 the 

Conservative’s Port Hope conference produced a statement that endorsed a compulsory 

industrial relations regime. The CCF were looking ever more powerful. Workers were 

striking more than ever, with more public sympathy than the newspapers showed.71 King 

was besieged indeed. 

Although the CIO may have tacitly allowed Communists to operate as the shock 

troops of organization, their role in the union was relatively minor in wartime Canada. 

With the merger of the CCL and the CIO in 1940, the Communists were wiped out on the 

national board in relatively free and fair elections. RCMP reports were filed for many 

strikes, and one of the questions was “is there any communistic or subversive elements 

within the strike?” The RCMP - an organization that owed its life to the upswing in 

radicalism and militancy during the Workers’ Revolt - possessed a fanaticism with leftist 

radicals of all shapes and creeds.72 The RCMP found almost no Communistic influence on 

strikes during the war.73 Again, a careful examination of the RCMP reports of strike 

activity during WWII, revealed almost no incidents where the red-obsessed RCMP found 

                                                             
70 Toronto Star, 9 October 1943. The Liberals had the support of only 17% of workers polled. 
 
71 For just one instance of the growing sympathy from some not traditionally in the workers’ corner see 
John Osler’s article in Saturday Night, February 21, 1942. Osler was the scion of a wealthy and prominent 
Canadian family. 
 
72 Steve Hewitt, Riding to the Rescue: The Transformation of the RCMP in Alberta and Saskatchewan, 
1914-1939 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006). 
 
73 To be fair to the Communists, they were quite adept at hiding themselves after 20 years of repression, and 
the RCMP knew that if they did find any Communist influence, they would be buried in paperwork and 
increased work, so were heavily incentivized to not see Bolsheviks in any bathrooms, which was a change 
of pace indeed. 
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Bolsheviks in any bathrooms. Outside of the Seaman’s Union, United Electrical, 

International Woodworkers of America, the Vancouver shipyards, and Mine-Mill in the 

CIO and the United Textile Workers of America in the AFL, the influence of Communists 

on Canadian labour during one of its most militant periods was minimal. As communists 

spent the entirety of the Depression organizing anyone and everyone, they were 

phenomenal organizers and often militant leaders at the local level, but they were shut out 

of higher-level leadership. From 1940 on, at the highest levels of national union 

leadership, Communist influence was negligible. Nearly every union position in all of the 

confederations at a national level during the war was held by the CCF. 

The structural dynamics of the unions changed alongside those of the economy; 

their capacity as vectors for workers’ interests was molded by internal and external 

factors.74  As George Lipsitz noted in an American context, “communists in the CIO 

functioned as enthusiastic, but largely conventional, trade unionists.” 75 The same is 

largely true of their Canadian neighbours. As Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin have argued: 

The class struggle in production in the advanced capitalist countries tends to 
be explicitly political: The capital/labor relation in the immediate labor process 
is ruled by a regime based on collective bargaining agreements (as well as other 
forms of class mediation), reinforced by the coercive power of the state.76 

 
This regime of collective bargaining was far from the norm in Canada during WWII. 

Indeed, only a handful of unions were operative within a sphere of enforced bargaining 

regimes. Such regimes were not limited to merely AFL craft unions; the ILGWU was 

                                                             
74 Much of this analysis of unions is heavily informed by the immaculately researched and written. Judith 
Stepan-Norris and Maurice Zeitlin’s Left Out: Reds and America's Industrial Unions (Cambridge University 
Press, 2003). 
 
75 George Lipsitz, Rainbow at Midnight: Labor and Culture in the 1940s (Chicago: UC Press, 1994), 194. 
  
76 Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin, Left Out, 126. 
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obsessed with legality in a way that few other unions, even craft unions, were.77 Indeed, 

Stanley Aronowitz correctly argued that “institutionalization of class conflict” is one of 

the prime drivers of capitalists’ relationship with unions.78 Unions, by “routinizing 

conflict and containing discontent” aid in “reducing labor market uncertainty and 

regulating labor costs.”79  

The trick for the state was how to make collective bargaining routine and 

normative, and to discipline away more problematic aspects of workers’ self-activity. 

Michael Burawoy continues along a similar line that unions are “shaped in accordance 

with the needs of capital,” and engender “factory regimes which reproduce the capital-

labor relationship more efficiently.”80 This existed in Canada in a limited quantity, and 

there was a significant drive for the state to expand this corporatist model, especially with 

full employment. Again, capitalists were not happy with the unions, and continued to 

subvert and stymie their organization at every turn. But, with no specifically revolutionary 

labour movement in Canada, the drive for corporatism, far from an imposition on 

Canada’s labour movement, was welcomed. As Aronowitz acidly argued, “the modern 

labor agreement is the principal instrument of class collaboration between the trade unions 

and corporations,” and served “to strengthen, rather than weaken, capitalist relations of 

                                                             
77 When a strike occurred, the state sent an information sheet to the employer and to the workers’ 
representative and demanded that they be filled out. Of the thousands of wartime examples that exist, the 
ILGWU was one of the very few unions that ever returned a completed form to the government. The state 
did not hound unions/workers for information with nearly the same gusto as it pestered employers. 
 
78 Stanley Aronowitz, False Promises: The Shaping of American Working Class Consciousness (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1974), 218. 
 
79 Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin, Left Out, 127. 
 
80 Michael Burawoy, "Terrains of Contest: Factory and State under Capitalism and Socialism," Socialist 
Review, 58:1981. 
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production.”81 This may be overstated, but only marginally so. During the war workers 

were constantly on strike, but often unions were as unhappy with this as capital and the 

state. This is why we must investigate the strikes during the war, because the character of 

rule was dictated by the actions of the working class. 

King and those around him had little taste for pure coercion, nor did they have the 

means, and they feared the repercussions. They did not want to send in troops to every 

picket line, or to crush the unions by force. What if more troops joined the workers, as 

they did in Quebec? Those who shared his line of thinking eventually prevailed in the 

passing of PC 1003, arguably the watershed moment of Canadian industrial relations, and 

the foundation of the modern industrial relations regime. However, the nature of the 

statute, and how it came to be is of tremendous importance. The traditional understanding 

within industrial relations and Canadian history, that the unions generally and the CIO in 

particular were an impressive fighting force who organized their way to respectability and 

representation is seriously flawed. In fact, a close interrogation of workers’ action in the 

war shows the opposite, that the CIO failed when it worked within the legal structures to 

get the closed shop and the check-off. 

The chapter following clearly exhibits this argument. Offering more examples 

throughout the war would be superfluous, as the song plays on repeat until 1944. In fact, 

Pioneer was a best-case scenario: a militant shopfloor, the entirety of the labour 

movement behind it, the federal government refusing to step in, strong support from the 

CCF in both material and discursive ways. As will be shown, the workers at Pioneer were 

badly beaten from a micro perspective, although the strike was not a complete loss if 
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viewed in the macro. In reality, the story of the workers’ war was a series of haphazard 

strikes, of small victories, of shopfloor agitation. The war showed labour that working 

within the system of industrial relations resulted in failures, not victories.  

The passage of PC 1003 is then the result of this negotiation of class positions 

under capitalism, and the victory of technocratic rule over democratic workers’ self-

activity at one end and unrestricted state violence at the other. The manner in which it 

came to be, however cannot be understated. It was the small victories, the sympathy 

strikes, the shopfloor agitation, the organized resistance by formally unorganized workers, 

the power of the shopfloor strike that carried the day. Even with well-organized unions, 

centralized bureaucracy, strike funds, formal collective bargaining, and all the legalistic 

trappings of corporatism or normative industrial relations often lacked effectiveness. 

Those failed during the war, the latter were successful. So there was a massive trade 

made. The state guaranteed the closed shop and union recognition, but the workers’ 

actions that had built the road to the promised land were essentially banned. This bred the 

interdependence between union bureaucrats and capitalists so lamented by militant 

observers, but also led to immediate wage gains, job security, and the expansion of social 

power for the proletariat – however fleeting, limited, and then chipped away in less 

extreme times.  
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 The Pioneer gold mine in British Columbia was located in the Bridge River 

Valley, a gold mining area around 240 kilometers north, and slightly east, of Vancouver. 

The nearest town was Bralorne, the home of Pioneer’s diminutive partner mine. Pioneer 

owed its existence to gold, tonnes of which sat, mocking capitalists the world over, far 

below the towering mountains of the valley. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police referred 

to Pioneer as arguably the most important gold mine in BC.1 The mine was principally 

owned by investors from Vancouver: Alfred Bull, a noted lawyer; “Colonel” Victor 

Spencer of department store fame; and R.B. Boucher, a physician with close ties to the 

widely despised insurance industry. Their primary manager was Howard T. James, a 

Harvard man who had about as much time for organised labour as the strike-breakers 

recruited from that storied institution to break the Lawrence Textile strike of 1912. The 

miners lived throughout the Valley. Most resided in company owned bunkhouses and 

housing, but some lived in private residences. In Bralorne, there was a nascent petit 

bourgeoisie living off the wages of the miners, but in the “little industrial dictatorship” of 

Bridge River Valley “every inch of land, every building [was] owned by the company.”2 

The mine was exceptionally profitable, and with the price of gold stable as a worst case 

scenario, could be expected to be increasingly so as the war progressed. In the fiscal year 

ending in 31 March 1939 the ownership extracted $2,049,267 of surplus value from the 

workers. $700,000 of this was was paid out in dividends for the principal shareholders. 

Wages made up only a miserly 17% of income.3 One of the workers’ primary demands, 

                                                             
1 Gregory S. Kealey and Reg Whitaker (eds.), R.C.M.P. Security Bulletins: The War Series, 1939-1941 (St. 
John’s: CCLH, 1989), 48. 
 
2 Bridge River Miner, 9 December, 1939; 14 February, 1940.  
 
3 Bridge River Miner, 11 November, 1939. 
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for many years, was an increase of a dollar per day, a sum that would have cost the 

company only $90,000 a year.4      

Hard rock mining had a long history in British Columbia, dating back well into the 

19th century. The International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers (IUMMSW, or 

Mine-Mill) was the progeny of an earlier union, the Western Federation of Miners. The 

WFM were a militant, socialist-revolutionary union who briefly folded into the Industrial 

Workers of the World in 1905 as that organisation’s largest founding member. Although 

the WFM left the all-but-in-name anarcho-syndicalist union after only a few years, they 

retained their reputation for aggressive industrial activity and socialist politics. The 

communists and “old Wobblies” who were organising at Pioneer starting in 1938 were not 

class struggle neophytes.5 Indeed, many were as steeped in the militant class struggle as 

they were in their ability to mine.6 

 Throughout the late 1930s, workers at Pioneer had attempted to force recognition 

of their Mine-Mill union from an employer tenaciously clinging to the open shop. 

Although company unions were banned in the United States, in Canada they were still the 

norm, much to the consternation of organized labour. In 1938, 80% of workers at Pioneer 

decided to treat the company union as a real union, and ran an actual union slate. The 

miners elected delegates to a “Co-operative Committee,” a company union scheme of the 

type so popular with employers in Canada. The committee was not completely under the 

control of the owners, and the employer refused - arguably within the letter of the law but 

                                                             
4 Bridge River Miner, 11 November, 1939. 
 
5 John Stanton, Never Say Die! The Life and Times of John Stanton, A Pioneer Labour Lawyer (Ottawa: 
Steel Rail, 1987), 42. 
 
6 John Stanton, Never Say Die!, 42. 
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not the “spirit,” in Mine-Mill’s opinion - to parley with the miners or to let the company 

union collectively bargain.7 Finding the cooperative committee simply “useless,” in April 

of 1939 miners brought Nigel Morgan, an organiser for Mine-Mill and open Communist 

to help organize the miners.8  After a two hour meeting, a large majority of the miners, 

150, opted to become Local 308 of the IUMMSW. Only 25 workers abstained.9 The 

newly, and now officially, unionised members elected an executive, and attempted to 

collectively bargain for the next six months. Mine manager James was particular about 

either outright ignoring the workers’ demands, or simply using the recently minted 

Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act (1937) to turn a deaf ear to the workers. 

Although the Act stipulated that employers must, under threat of imprisonment, deal with 

their employees’ representatives if elected by secret ballot, he was determined to ignore 

both the toothless legislation and his employees.10 In the arcane language of the Act, if 

there was no proper, government sanctioned union as of 7 December, 1938, then the 

company did not have to recognise the union without significant, unwieldy and 

exceptionally difficult actions on the part of the workers.  Using this aspect of the act in 

his favour, Dr. James continued to simply ignore the elected Mine-Mill committee. Not to 

ruin the ending, but James was not the one who ended up in a cell. 

                                                             
7 The CIO had advanced the notion of attempting to take company unions over. For more see the analysis in 
“Strikes Without Unions.” 
 
8 Victoria Times, 3 November, 1939. 
 
9 John Stanton, Never Say Die!, 42. The total number of miners at Pioneer was around 180. 
 
10 These acts had no real provisions for enforcement. They contained provisions for how to act, but no real 
enforcement capabilities were outlined, let alone enforced. They sounded good, but in practice they changed 
very little, if anything for unions in the province. 
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Less than a month after war was declared in 1939, miners organised with Mine-

Mill voted again, this time 125 to 17, to formally unionise and bring in a conciliation 

board at the Pioneer gold mines.11 The strike at Pioneer would become the first major 

strike in Canada during World War II. In many ways, this was most inopportune. The 

state, increasingly technocratic through the depression era, had given cabinet 

“extraordinary powers unprecedented in Britain or the United States” to prosecute the war 

and workers. With wages stuck at pre-Depression era levels due to these onerous powers, 

workers were quick to organize to better their lives, and in response to efficient 

propaganda about wartime patriotism and British imperialism nearly 80% of the Canadian 

public seemed to be in favour banning wartime strikes altogether.12 Capital and the state 

quickly enhanced their practiced anti-labour rhetoric with patriotic fervor, heavily 

accenting it with smatterings of a newfound tool, notions of ‘wartime treason.’ The 

Canadian government had only $290 million in gold and foreign assets, making gold 

production of some import with the dearth of American currency. Still hung over from the 

depression, unemployment remained high at 10%, making replacement workers a real 

possibility.13 The BC government was not friendly to labour, let alone striking workers, 

let alone workers striking during the war. Never the friends of working people, the state 

and capital mustered a tremendous amount of power, at least on paper; and both were 

concerned with making sure that profits remained high during wartime. 

                                                             
11 Vancouver People’s Advocate, 29 September 1939. 
 
12 Fudge & Tucker, Labour Before the Law, 229; On public attitudes towards strikes and militancy, see 
Public Opinion Quarterly 6 (1942), 160. 
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On the advent of hostilities in 1939, the labour movement was of shambolic 

cohesion.  Five umbrella organisations attempted to organise the Canadian working class, 

with tremendous amounts of acrimony between leadership, predicated upon differences of 

organisational tactics/strategy, political affiliation, and ideology.14 Moreover, the workers 

at Pioneer lived in a company town and in company housing. Lastly, many workers at 

Pioneer leaned towards communism, and since 1917 the Canadian government, Canadian 

capitalists, and many in the respectable Canadian labour movement, spent a tremendous 

amount of actual, political, and social capital demonizing communism.15 Things were not 

looking good for the gold miners at Pioneer. 

The Mine-Mill strikers, allied with the Congress of Industrial Organizations, faced 

public denunciations of treason and ubiquitous red baiting, not only from the capitalist 

press, but from sections of the labour movement as well. Despite the fact that Mine-Mill 

was not well loved in some labour circles, throughout the strike the local evidenced a 

militancy and diversity of tactics within a cohesive strategic trajectory, and were not 

punished for it by labour or social democrats. Eventually the miners took their struggle 

thousands of feet deep, and occupied their mine in an attempt to beat their exceptionally 

                                                             
14 The four were the American Federation of Labor allied Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLC); 
the often Communist aligned, organised and led Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) which had been 
expelled from the TLC in 1939; the social-democratic and nationalist All Canadian Congress of Labour 
(ACCL); the confessional Confederation of Catholic Workers in Canada (CWCC/CTCC), Quebec based 
and nominally priestly led; and the Canadian Federation of Labour (CFL), which confusingly took the name 
of a smaller organisation which had merged into the ACCL in 1927, actively anti-communist and aligned 
deeply with the Liberal Party of Canada. Perhaps too often the various trade councils have had a taxonomy 
of assumed consciousness attached to them. Divining political belief merely from which worker belonged to 
which union is not a fruitful path. However, one can see a trajectory of existence on the “right/left” within 
the labour movement, with the TLC, CFL and the CWCC more to the right, and the ACCL and CIO on the 
left. This does not mean that certain organisations favored proletarian self-activity more than others, as 
workers often cleaved to their own class interests rather than the ideologies of their leadership. The TLC 
retained communists and former members of the Industrial Workers of the World and there were 
conservatives within the ranks of the CIO. 
 
15 John Stanton, Never Say Die!, 42-46. 
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profitable employer into submission or acceptance. The miners at Pioneer showed what 

organized, militant activity could achieve in the face of an invigorated, controlling 

employer backed by the full force of the court and state. When strikes were equated with 

treason, when solidarity overcame factionalism and red-baiting, when occupation was 

more closely associated with the Sudetenland than creative proletarian militancy, the 

workers at Pioneer fought nonetheless. 

 By the time war was declared, miners at Pioneer had elected, in accord with the 

law, a committee by a large majority and by secret ballot. On 13 September, three days 

after Canada joined the war, Pioneer miners again asked for a meeting with the employer 

to proceed with negotiations. Again, they were rebuffed. On 28 September, the union 

called for a conciliator from the provincial government, as negotiations had stalled.16 The 

Act stipulated that conciliation must be attempted before any strike activity could occur, 

and the members made an attempt to stay within the law.17 The province was not 

interested in facilitating a Mine-Mill victory, and they sent an investigator with no legal 

standing instead of a proper “Conciliator,” who could fulfill the necessary conditions for a 

legal strike. With a legal committee, and a union - if in however inchoate form - the 

investigator refused to force the company to meet with either the committee or the union. 

The state-employer collusion grated on the workers, and they made plans to assemble a 

mass meeting on 9 October. 

 At this meeting, the executive outlined their three demands: that the elected 

executive be recognised as the sole bargaining agent for union and non-union workers, a 
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dues check-off, and a $1.00 increase for all employees, regardless of occupation.18 They 

took their demands to their employer and were again rebuffed. The workers took a strike 

vote, and Secretary W.A. “Pat” Paterson noted that a “huge majority” of the workers 

voted in favour.19 One miner, in his letter titled “Why I joined the Union,” noted that 

Mine-Mill had worked hard to “greatly improve” health and safety practices at the mine, 

even without recognition. His primary reason for joining the union, written in plain 

language, was “for protection and security and the chance to help [his] fellow man!”20 

With Mine-Mill now officially on strike, the government investigator called for a meeting 

at the behest of Minister of Labour, George Pearson. At three o’clock, the miners dutifully 

rolled into the community hall. Once there the investigator informed the miners that as 

they were now on strike, they were no longer employees of the company, and not entitled 

to vote on anything at all. In the face of a supercilious employer and the legal chicanery of 

the state, the miners decided that an illegal strike was as good as a legal one. 

 The road to Pioneer had but one entrance, through the town of Bralorne. The 

miners set up pickets at the bottleneck and around the mine. With the strike on the 

employer quickly (re)organised their company union, the Pioneer Cooperative 

Committee. This “stooge union” sent a letter to Pearson complaining about Mine-Mill and 

the lack of ‘democracy,’ neatly dovetailing with Dr. James’s argument that as “the union 

does not represent 100% of the employees,” the employer had no reason or requirement to 

                                                             
18 Vancouver Sun, 9 October, 1939. Privately, Secretary GF Price of Mine-Mill told the provincial DoL that 
the union would settle for a check-off and recognition. Even in militant Mine-Mill, the union aimed for 
stability before wage increases. S&L 39-111, Hugh Thornley to George Currie, 6 October 1939. 
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bargain with it. By 10 October, “the mine had been shut down pending negotiations.”21 

With the mine shut down, a Women’s Auxiliary consisting of 45 members was quickly 

organized. They quickly set up a softball and football league, and organized a snooker 

tournament to raise money, and the beer parlours were closed in cooperation with the 

union.22 The miners’ families certainly thought that this was not going to be an easy, or a 

quick, struggle. 

 Labour Minister Pearson saw the actions of Mine-Mill as a personal affront, 

arguing that the strike is “a direct challenge by the CIO organization to the 

government.”23 Notably, the province did not choose to cede power to Ottawa and make 

this a federal matter.24 The employer, rather cognizant that the state was firmly on its side, 

started exerting pressure almost immediately.  By the start of the following week, being as 

pure a company town as is possible, the company store was put on a cash-only basis. 

Credit would from then on be extended only by order of the mine manager, thereby 

excluding striking workers.25 On 10 October, almost immediately after the strike was 

                                                             
21 The Daily Province, Vancouver, 10 October, 1939.  The tactic of denying recognition based on lacking 
100% organisation was common in Canada during this period. At a CTCC organizing drive in 
Drummondville, Quebec, 2000 of the company’s 2500 workers struck the plant. Those who refused to strike 
attempted to turn “water hoses on the strikers in a bid to break through picket lines,” but “the strikers seized 
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altercation, the strikers “cut off electricity, telephone and water service to the plant” to keep it from 
functioning.  Toronto Star, 13 May, 1940.  With no significant police presence in Drummondville, by the 
time the police arrived at the factory all was quiet. Sherbrooke Record, 13 May, 1940. 
 
22 Vancouver People’s Advocate, 13 October 1939. 
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called, provincial conciliator Michael McGeough deemed the strike illegal.26 With the 

government classifying the strike as illegal, the company argued that “the men had no 

lawful right to strike, they are in the position of any group of men quitting their jobs,” and 

were to be treated accordingly.27  In an open circular printed in the Vancouver Sun, Dr. 

James, after a rather uninspired, didactic screed against the union, closed with the 

frighteningly bad pun that it was “unfortunate” during “wartime, when every ounce of 

Canada’s strength is needed” there was a gold strike. Not because it hampered the 

maximisation of profits, but because “gold is recognized as a super war material because 

with it all other war materials can be bought.”28   

 On 17 October Minister Pearson formulated a plan on how to quash the action at 

Pioneer. Pearson, sticking with the trope of gauntlets, the medieval, and cheap wordplay 

“accept[ed] the challenge of the CIO.”29 The company, clearly smelling blood, and in 

constant communication with the government, decided that the end of October was a 

fantastic time to tell “tenants of company houses” that their “necessary notices to vacate” 

would be coming soon. The company further demanded that “all bunkhouses and 

cookhouses be closed.” In a company town, away from an actual town, this meant a great 

number of the employees were soon to be in some trouble regards to food and lodging. 

Trouble in this instance meaning homeless and lacking access to food in a northern, 

mountainous, Canadian winter. In response the miners “formed hunting parties which 
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went into the woods for food…[and] took control of their community.”30  Determined that 

“not a family on strike at Pioneer” should go hungry, nor “children lack for milk or other 

necessities” miners organised a union store and vehicular delivery.31 Solidarity was of 

tremendous importance for the struggling miners. Without outside support they would 

already have given up, and continuing the struggle was potentially becoming a legitimate 

matter of life and death. For some time, the Fishermen’s union had been sending fish to 

keep miners and their families alive. The CCF, unconcerned with the illegality of the 

strike, dug into their agricultural membership to procure donations of produce, meat, and 

grain from sympathetic farmers.32 

 The strikers and their families may have been well fed, but their organisational 

capacities did not deter Minister Pearson, who launched prosecutions against the strikers 

on 18 October.33 The government of British Columbia had a lengthy track record of 

breaking strikes by Mine-Mill/WFM with legal action.34 Pulling unions into the legal 

quagmire had the dual benefit of impeding leadership from leading while pulling scant 

resources, attention, and energy away from fighting the strike itself. The province chose to 

charge president W.J. Cameron, vice president Charles Haddrell and secretary W.A. 

Patterson under provincial legislation, leaving aside the potentially more onerous federal 

legislation for the homespun wool of provincial oppression. In locking up the miners, 

                                                             
30 John Stanton, 46. 
 
31 The Bridge River Miner. 10 January, 1940. 
 
32 The Bridge River Miner, 13 November, 1939. 
 
33 Vancouver Sun, 18 October, 1939. 
 
34 M.L. Bjorge, “’Socialistic Agitators of the Most Bigoted and Ignorant Type:’ The Western Federation of 
Miners, The Advent of Industrial Legality, and the Containment of the Socialist Challenge in British 
Columbia, 1900-1905.”  Unpublished MA Thesis, Queen’s University, 2009. 
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Premier T.D. Pattullo spared little rhetorical hyperbole. He pontificated from on high a 

“special appeal to all the people of our province,” that “the Empire is in a life and death 

struggle…[and] it is the duty of all citizens to keep the wheels of industry in motion.”35 

After his broad appeal for workers to subsume their needs for food and shelter to the 

needs of capital and the “Empire,” Pattullo closed, noting that the strike was little more 

“than sabotage and treason,” if anyone yet wondered which side, perchance, he was on.        

Miners at Pioneer had their own take on democracy: namely, the thought that 

“organized labor” must “strengthen and consolidate its position, protecting what real 

Democracy they have achieved.” Juxtaposing capitalist democracy with that of their own, 

they argued that the workers must keep fighting for this Democracy “until the day when 

they are in the position to super-impose their will over that of the ones who wish to 

maintain the ownership by economic power of the workers very body and soul.”36 The 

striking miners too knew how to use the language of “democracy” - if not that of 

“Empire” - in support of their class interests specifically and the class struggle generally. 

 The business community certainly concurred with Pattullo’s assessment of the 

strike.  The BC Mining Association met with the provincial cabinet on 20 October to 

discuss, one can only assume, their common interests and the situation at Pioneer.37 Like 

Pattullo, with whom they were cordially meeting, the BCMA’s secretary Mortimer Lamb 

gave his full confidence and support to the “labor department’s move in launching 

                                                             
35 Vancouver Sun, 18 October, 1939. 
 
36 Bridge River Miner, 22 September, 1939. 
 
37 Needless to say, they did not take minutes. However, the business lobby, particularly the lobbies of the 
extractive industries, were remarkably predictable in opposing unionization. 
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prosecutions against the union leaders.”38  Like Pattullo, Lamb left little to metaphor or 

nuance, noting simply that apart from treasonous and foreign, “the union’s constitution 

definitely showed its communistic ideas.” Thus the attention grabbing headline of 

“Pioneer Trouble Communistic.”39 Like so many other strikes, this was not characterized 

as a legitimate workers’ action, but a sinister plot, and a foreign, communist, one at that.  

Organizer W.A. Paterson inoculated the membership against the smarmy tactic 

early in the strike. His article “Reds” and “Agitators” noted that “whenever any individual 

or group of individuals in a political or economic form assert their democratic 

rights…they immediately, if happening to differ with the powers that be, are certain to be 

labelled at some time or another as “Reds” or “Agitators.”40 He continued that “Martin 

Luther” was a “fair example” of an agitator, as was “J.S. Woodsworth, Abraham Lincoln 

and Upton Sinclair.” So were the people “who fought desperately and finally succeeded in 

abolishing child slavery in the English cotton mills.”  ‘Reds,’ however, were different, 

and “somewhat specialized today;” that was a term “reserved for those active in labor 

organisations.” Indeed, a ‘red’ was anyone who believed “that only through organization 

can the desires and aspirations of the underprivileged be realized.”  Paterson continued, 

prefiguring Eliot Kenin, and sounding rather like a red: 

                                                             
38 Vancouver Sun, 20 October, 1939. Lamb would later become a mining lobbyist in Ottawa and was an 
early advocate and booster of the Group of Seven. 
 
39 Mine-Mill certainly had a ‘communistic’ element, in both the local, regional and international leadership 
and certainly within the rank and file, but it was by no means a completely Stalinised body or under the 
direct control of the CPC/CPUSA. Some holdovers from depression-era communist organised fronts still 
existed as in Cornwall, Ontario. In Cornwall, the Unemployed Relief Union, a vestigial CPC front group, 
organised 55 workers in a one-day strike for a $0.50/Hour wage, the 8-hour day and double pay for 
overtime and Sunday work. The URU compromised with the employer, settling on $0.40/Hour and a 10-
hour day. But even this organisation was not simply a CPC controlled body, it is doubtful that the Party 
would have paid it much attention, let alone controlled it from Toronto.  S&L 40-53. The employer further 
agreed to employ union workers in other projects. Cornwall Standard-Freeholder, 6 May, 1940.  
 
40 Bridge River Miner, 12 October, 1939. 
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That social and economic progress which lies at our door can only be secured by the 
complete unification of the workers in organizations where the needs and development of 
the individual may be obtained with the support of his fellows instead of wasting his 
energies in cut-throat, scabbing, competition with them. You may believe all these things 
to be true yet remain silent and unnoticed.  When you believe them sincerely enough and 
realize the desperate need of Humanity enough to take a definite stand and fight for them 
in the face of any opposition, then you’ve qualified to enter that peculiar niche in Life’s 
stage that is reserved for ‘Reds.’41     
 

Paterson closed his article by giving examples of what an “agitator,” a “red” a 

“radical” and a “troublemaker” were, thereby giving his readership mental 

ammunition against the inevitable and ubiquitous red baiting and churlish name 

calling that continued apace. 

 Red baiting and state-judicial oppression aside, the union was not idle on the 

litigation front. Tom Forkin, Mine-Mill organiser-at-large, entered into the losing morass 

of the legal challenge. He simply contended that “the strike at Pioneer is not illegal.” 

Using the language of the Act in rather latitudinous fashion, he opined that although the 

act did proscribe the actions at Pioneer, as the Minister failed “to dispatch a conciliator” 

within the “three days” written in law after one party applies, then “the men concerned 

may go on strike.”42 Forkin continued, noting that Dr. James was merely an “industrial 

autocrat” who through intransigence “forced the men to turn to the protection of an 

international union.”43 This proved to be a common tactic throughout the war; strikes 

were not strikes at all, but lockouts. And if not lockouts, holidays. His Advocate editorial 

correctly continued that if Mr. Pearson’s interpretation of the Act were upheld, all labor 

organisations formed since 1938 would be “outlawed…even if they represent 95% of the 

                                                             
41 Bridge River Miner, 12 October, 1939. Eliot Kenin wrote the song “You Ain’t Done Nothing if You Ain’t 
Been Called a Red.”  
 
42 Vancouver Advocate, 24 October, 1939. 
 
43 Vancouver Advocate, 24 October, 1939. 
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employees affected.” Forkin reframed the debate surrounding the illegality of the strike as 

one of “Pioneer men standing solidly…and crusading for the rights and civil liberties of 

every worker in British Columbia.”44   

 The Vancouver Trades and Labor Council endorsed the strike at Pioneer, even if 

the council was thin on communists. The Bakery and Confectionery workers, not known 

for any particularly red hue to their union cards, sent notes of solidarity to Pioneer, as they 

had also had problems with the Act with employers not recognising their broad 

unionisation campaigns.  The Retail Clerks Union, currently battling an obdurate 

employer in the form of Woodward’s Department Stores, was also deeply sympathetic. 

The president of the council, E.A. Jamieson, was more resigned, merely noting that he 

would “consider these questions” when he met with the provincial cabinet.45   

 By late October, ideological and material solidarity may not have been in short 

supply for workers at Pioneer, but the employer was ever increasing attacks on the 

striking workers. A letter written by Tom Forkin, reprinted by the Department of Labor, 

stated that “blankets have been removed from the bunkhouses, an act considered illegal 

while the men are still tenants, and heat was shut off then turned on again in an effort to 

force the miners back to work.” The letter continued that the “strikers have also been 

refused credit at the company store.” Although the non-union workers at Pioneer were 

offered “police protection” if they were willing to go back to work, they “rejected the 

offer.” For those miners who had a measure of savings, the company store, despite 

longstanding contestation from the company of a “price freeze” on goods remained 
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exceptionally expensive; nearly double prices available from “a department store,” even 

after freight was factored in. The strike at Pioneer, now very much illegal, with miners 

quickly facing hunger and cold, and the leadership heading invariably to jail, was in a 

precarious position indeed.      

 As is so often the case, however, working class solidarity emerged from 

unsurprising quarters. Their brothers at the neighbouring Mine-Mill local decided to 

donate fully half of their pay-cheques, and demanded a $1.50/day increase from their 

bosses, making the demands of Local 308 look positively reasonable. Such solidarity was 

truncated by the further machinations of the employer, who was aggressively promoting 

their company union, the Pioneer Cooperative. 

 In a letter to the Vancouver Province, the company union outlined its case against 

the CIO. Repeating the same lines of the employer (and the state), the letter argued that 

the company union was not a “stooge union” or even anti-union, merely that they did not 

appreciate being used as “political pawns,” especially when the “controlling body is 

foreign.”46 Always consistent, the expostulations of “foreignness” formed a trident of 

critique with which the bosses hoped to skewer their workers. The employer wished to 

show that the strikers were not only on the vanguard of inculcating dangerous American 

ideas, but also anti-Empire, and at the end of the day harbingers of that second-most-

foreign menace, the profoundly demonized USSR.   

The letter continued that the CIO had “sadly misled” the workers, and “sought the 

strike.”  The trope of the “waylaid proletariat” is so tiredly hoary in discourses 

                                                             
46 The Vancouver Province, 31 October, 1939. JL Cohen would later openly mock the mining industry at a 
government enquiry wondering how they could denounce unions made up of domestic workers as a foreign 
plot when the majority of mine owners were actually foreigners. Proceedings of the National War Labour 
Board Public Enquiry. Vol. 5, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1943), 392. 
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surrounding both proletarian self-activity and labour historiography that it needs little 

examination here, but its engagement is telling, and situates the bosses’ union as riding 

shotgun with a host of anti-union rhetoricians.47 The letter closed by saying that although 

the Cooperative had roughly a third of Pioneer’s workers as ‘members’ (not stating that 

most of its ‘members’ were not miners, but support staff and management) it was against 

the CIO because “those initials stand for” a loss of “time, money, peace, harmony, law 

and order.” Not content to attack the union, the Cooperative dubiously mentioned that the 

reason they were not breaking the picket line, even with police protection, was because 

they saw “the whole situation” as a problem between “the government and the union.”48 

The actually-existing official BC Cooperative Association later looked to take “legal 

action against the infringers,” as the “Register of Companies’ Office” had no such 

organisation on file, and the Pioneer Cooperative was clearly outside of the scope of the 

Cooperative Act.49 Nevertheless, when the company later attempted to “round up a 

skeleton crew to start operations,” it could only muster 15 men for the task, despite their 

“intimidation and threats.”50 MLA Cameron later noted that the “cooperative union,” with 

only “66” members, was mainly “shift bosses” logistical staff, and contained “only a 

handful of miners.” Ergo, the aesthetics of the “Committee” were also its substance: that 

of a simple company front. 

                                                             
47 M.L. Bjorge, “The Edmonton General Strike of 1919: Working Class Rebellion and Historiographical 
Place.”  Unpublished Honours BA Thesis: University of Alberta, 2008. 7, 95-96. 
 
48 The Daily Province, Vancouver, 31 October, 1939. 
 
49 Vancouver Advocate, 13 February, 1940. 
 
50 Vancouver Advocate, 17 November, 1939. 
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Despite all efforts by the employer, the company union was ineffectual in any 

material sense. Their ‘members’ refused to cross the picket-lines, and their existence 

pertained much more to public relations than industrial strength. In a brilliant piece of 

science fiction published in The Bridge River Miner, an “old man,” clearly author 

Rudolph Olsen, tells his “children” a tale of “The Spirit of ’39,” juxtaposing their bucolic, 

very communist looking, post-scarcity existence in “1969” with the difficulties of the 

Pioneer strike. In his tale, Olsen wrote that the company had shuttered the community 

halls, hospital, library, and places of leisure, even though they had been paid for by the 

workers. His speculative fiction continued that the company refused only to close the 

church. This tactical decision was because the miners and their families used their halls 

and parlours and leisure spaces as areas in which to organise and enjoy life. The “church 

workers were used either as scabs or as organizers for a so called co-operative union, 

better known as a company union.”51 The piece of fiction was unequivocal, the union 

workers were fighting for a democratic future without want, and the mine operators, the 

government, and the church were standing in the way of progress alongside their cronies, 

collaborators, and company union stooges. For Olsen, these forces of reaction were not 

merely obstructionist and full of atavism and avarice, but actively impeding the new 

world coming with violence, degradation, and jurisprudence. 

The law was close to the minds of Mine-Mill as the winter strike wore on. Local 

308’s executive was brought before magistrate G.J. Sumner, who, by all accounts, had no 

legal training and retained something of a reputation as a hanging judge. Trial records are 

always limited in magisterial court, markedly so in the hinterlands which so often lacked 
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even a stenographer, but newspapers covered the process at some length. Firstly, 

President Cameron was brought up on charges of defying the Act.52 Miners’ council John 

Stanton noted that the miners’ union had been in talks since at least April of 1939, and 

that they had applied for a conciliator on 28 September, fulfilling the wording of the Act. 

The argument was sundered on the shoals of the learned judiciary, and President Cameron 

was quickly found guilty and fined $150. 

  In his findings, Judge Sumner posited that the “precipitat[ion] of a serious strike” 

was “something the government of this province cannot contemplate with equanimity.”53 

Duly convicted, Cameron and the five other executive members were still on the docket 

for the rather ludicrous charge of “refusing to bargain collectively with their 

employers.”54 Stanton immediately appealed the findings, but was rebuffed by Sumner. 

As the Financial Post noted, “the government intends to take no chances of labour trouble 

in wartime;” and further, that “this is the first prosecution of its kind since the [Act] was 

passed two years ago…the government is determined to make this a test case…so it may 

be able to control other disputes.” 55 The state thought it could control labour through 

quick and vicious prosecution.  

John Stanton applied for a writ of prohibition on 17 November to prevent the 

Crown from proceeding with the remainder of the charges against the miners.  Arguing 

that the charges had lapsed and the matter was before the Supreme Court, Stanton felt that 
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the miners had a chance of winning.56 With their strike in the news, the “morale of the 

strikers” was “considerably increased;” not only because their matter was before the 

Supreme Court, but because of the “support given to them by other unions.”57 Miners at 

the White Star mine, having recently gone through a quick strike of their own, pledged $5 

a worker. Both the Electrical Workers and the Street Railwaymen’s locals pledged $50, 

and the competing UMWA “unanimously” issued a $0.25 assessment stamp in support of 

Pioneer.58 Again, solidarity for workers at Pioneer does not reflect the acrimony of the 

TLC, let alone the political maneuvering and competition of communists, social 

democrats, and liberals. In Vancouver, the VTLC, informed by a member of the 

Musicians’ union, endorsed a motion to officially support the strikers through all affiliated 

locals. Ergo a majority social-democratic labour council voted to endorse an illegal strike 

partially led by communists. The editorial committee at the Bridge River Miner later 

noted that the “solidity of the BC workers,” organised and not, “have set an example to 

date for the continent to follow!”59 

The RCMP were more stalwart commentators on the intricacies of labour 

politicking than the labour movement itself and kept close watch on the VTLC. The 

Mounties noted that the Council was politically and ideologically fragmented. The anti-

Communist Milk Drivers and Dairy Employees launched a resolution condemning the 

Russian invasion of Finland, and although it went down in inglorious defeat, this was 

                                                             
56 Vancouver Advocate, 10 November, 1939. 
 
57 Vancouver Advocate, 10 November, 1939. 
 
58 UMWA District 18 (mainly Alberta, but with some locals in Saskatchewan and BC) would go on to 
essentially be the strike fund of the Canadian working class during World War II, and would be the 
principal supporter for Mine-Mill during the Kirkland Lake strike. 
 
59 Bridge River Miner, 9 December, 1939. 
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mainly due to the council “asserting that this was not a political meeting,” but a labourist 

one. The Communist-led Street Railwaymen’s Union attempted to pass a resolution 

criticising the “reactionary forces” profiteering at the expense of the “toiling population” 

and the use of the war to curtail civil liberties. Wrapped up in this resolution was a call to 

protest the arrest and conviction of the leadership at Pioneer. The resolution passed, 

stripped of its more militant language. The council was well willing to endorse communist 

led struggles, but perhaps less so their rhetoric.60 However, the VTLC was no communist 

front. In April 1940, the BC Workers’ Review gleefully noted that 29 of the 60 unions 

voted “against seating Communist delegates,” with 19 in favor, and the rest abstaining.  

Solidarity may have had ideological limits, but the immediacy of class cohesion and 

support trumped factionalism.61    

The labour movement may have sent material and discursive solidarity, but this 

had little effect on the mine operators’ attacks on workers. The company had “taken 

blankets off men’s beds while they were asleep during a snowstorm, closed the theatre, 

community hall, library and pool hall,” even though these were paid for by the miners 

themselves. The company also threatened its Austrian and German workers with 

deportation or internment, prompting one delegate to ask just in “what part of Germany 

did this happen?”62 In the face of such affronts, the working class refashioned ‘othering’ 

against the employing class. The union explained that members of German and Austrian 

                                                             
60 Kealey and Whitaker, 103-104. 
 
61 BC Workers’ Review, April, 1940.  The BC Workers’ Review was the official organ of the CFL, a small 
umbrella organisation which had a total membership of 7,695 in 1939.  Government of Canada, Annual 
Report of Labour Organisation in Canada (Ottawa: King’s, 1940), 21.  The organisation was obsessed with 
supporting the Liberal government. Interspersed with Liberal demagoguery were denunciations of the “Red 
Menace” and “foreign Communistic agitators.”     
 
62 Vancouver Advocate, 10 November, 1939. 
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extraction had been threatened with deportation or internment by the employer, and was 

aghast at the prospect.63 An article in The Bridge River Miner, the official organ of 308, 

showcases their opposition to prejudice and racism.  The article castigated a local 

newspaper editor for preaching “hate, hate hate,” and juxtaposed the “melting pot [of] 

Canada” with the fascist racism of “war-torn Europe,” noting that workers should “love 

their fellow human beings…no matter what colour.”64 The workers used the attacks on 

their housing and entertaining, and even their very existence in the Dominion, to shame 

the employer. 

 It was not only organized labour who extended solidarity to the workers at 

Pioneer. CCF MP Angus McInnis, long-time socialist, member of the Ginger group, and 

left social democrat was particularly vociferous in his support of the strikers, and equally 

vehement in his condemnation of the government. Speaking to 800 people at Moose Hall 

at an event organised by Mine-Mill, the MP declared “amidst a burst of applause” that 

“Pearson ought to be in court, not the miners.” He charged that the government and their 

courts had “in effect,” done the company’s work for it: “’you stand aside and we’ll handle 

                                                             
63 That Mine-Mill was actively anti-racist in the midst of wartime xenophobia is of little surprise. Mine-Mill 
had been almost uniquely anti-racist of all the west-coast unions, the IWW being the obvious other example. 
The UMWA while technically anti-racist, still seemed to have held a bias against Chinese membership. 
 
64 The Bridge River Miner. 10 January, 1940. Such inter-ethnic solidarity was far from ubiquitous on the 
home front during the war however. As will be shown coal mines in Nova Scotia were beset by dozens of 
anti-‘alien’ strikes to force workers of certain ethnicities from the mines. A short, illegal wildcat at 
Oshawa’s Chrysler plant put wartime xenophobia in sharp relief.  On May 22nd, 1940, 1600 workers 
walked out of the main plant to protest the continuing employment of “workers of German descent, whether 
naturalised citizens of Canada or not.”  The company, still unorganised despite the best efforts of the CIO, 
responded by posting notices “throughout the plants that only the official languages of Canada were to be 
spoken,” and furthermore that “all employees were supplied with detailed questionnaires giving particulars 
of date and place of birth. Citizenship etc…” Capitalists in Canada was more than willing to concede certain 
demands, especially if they weakened or divided the workforce by ethnicity, birthplace or ‘race.’  
Correspondence between Chrysler Corporation of Canada and the Department of Labour, 5 June 1940. S&L 
40-66. For more see Chapter 5. 
 



 
 

- 86 - 

this for you.’”65 The MP had no issues speaking at a communist organised event, for a 

largely communist led union, currently embroiled in an illegal strike.66 He closed with a 

simple call for joint class struggle: “This is not only a struggle of miners at Pioneer and of 

the organized labour movement, but of every man, woman and child looking to a better 

society to attain those things we hear so much about today.”67 The meeting was closed by 

Charles Stewart, the Chairman of the VTLC. As a member of an AFL union and the 

leader of a TLC aligned body, his words of solidarity were particularly striking. After 

noting that in the mines of British Columbia, the average life of a miner in camp was 

seven years, he continued that “if [a miner] does not die or is not killed in that time, they 

are practically dead of miners’ consumption.”  He closed with the argument that “those in 

the AFL movement who state that there is no room for the CIO are playing the role of 

scabs and strikebreakers, and I’m not so sure that Mr. Pearson is not in that class also.”68 

Clearly the split between the AFL/TLC and CIO was not as acrimonious on the local level 

as some of the literature, particularly in the USA, has suggested. 

                                                             
65 Vancouver Advocate, 25 November, 1939. 
 
66 In 1943 Angus attacked the CPC from the left, arguing that their mendacious political duplicity was 
beyond the pale. Angus bitterly posited that Tim Buck’s appearance “on a public platform with Mitch 
Hepburn, the scum of the earth” was far beyond the realm of acceptability. Quoted in Norman Penner, 
Canadian Communism: The Stalin Years and Beyond (Toronto: Methuen, 1988), 201.   
 
67 Vancouver Advocate, 25 November, 1939. Before his internment, Montreal’s Mayor Camillien Houde 
advanced the cause of strikers during the massive ILGWU Montreal dressmakers’ strike of 1940.  He told 
the strikers to “make [their] strength felt wherever the need is” and “encouraged the strikers in peaceful 
picketing.”  Montreal Gazette, 27 April, 1940.  Dr. C.A. Kirkland, on the picket line supporting ACCL 
strikers at the Consumers’ Glass Company (where six strikers had already been arrested) narrowly avoided 
injury after a car full of strikebreakers “rammed through picket lines.”  He told the strikers that he “would 
seek the arrest of the driver” who nearly hit him, and injured a woman on the picket.  He was unsuccessful.  
Montreal Gazette, 8 May, 1940. Support from elected politicians during the war was common across much 
of Canada, as workers, especially organised ones, tended to vote, especially in municipal elections.   
 
68 Vancouver Advocate, 25 November, 1939. 
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Solidarity monies remained strong for Local 308.  Their Mine-Mill brothers at 

Bralorne donated $500. Engaged in their own bargaining struggles, the nearby 

communist-led unions did not go on sympathy strike, something one might have 

anticipated considering the CPC’s stance against the war. Both locals were essentially 

communist led and organised operated in tight geographic and ideological proximity. Yet 

even with the “imperialist war” political line of the CPC, such perfunctory, even weak, 

solidarity is of note. Social democrats and their liberal cousins were extending material 

solidarity in serious ways, but the most potent weapon of the proletariat, sympathetic 

industrial action, remained a spectre. Indeed, a great deal of money which came to the 

local was from TLC and ACCL affiliated unions. Even the Building Trades Council, long 

a bastion of craft parochialism, “recommended to its member locals [to] support the strike 

in every way possible.”69 Unorganised workers sent money, particularly miners from the 

Polaris Taku mine near Fairbanks, Alaska and non-union miners in Bralorne.70 The local 

petit bourgeoisie, well cognizant of where their money was extracted from, gave “free 

gas” to the workers for “union business,” and “local barbers offered free haircuts” to 

strikers.71 Solidarity money was certainly a necessary thing as the miners inevitably lost 

their appeals, and John Stanton, now exhausted of recourse, paid the $925 fine “under 

protest.”72 With their leaders temporarily out of jail, the strike held, and more solidarity 

was extended from new bedfellows, the provincial CCF. 
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70 Bridge River Miner, 9 December, 1940. 
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The strike at Pioneer was certainly a way for the provincial CCF to make political 

gains as a result of the crude class solidarity extended to the mine owners from the 

government, but it also opened the party to red-baiting and fears of communist entryism. 

The BC CCF contained former members of the rather militant, and deeply Marxist, 

Socialist Party of Canada (like MP Angus McInnis) and as such this was no small matter. 

Colin Cameron (not to be confused with the President of the 308, William Cameron) a 

CCF MP, had ingratiated himself to the miners and was actively helping the local as a 

“political advisor.”73 Colin Cameron proposed a settlement plan to the Attorney General. 

This plan was predicated on three rather basic propositions: That the mine be reopened, 

that all men must be rehired, and that a majority vote be held to decide on who represents 

the workers at Pioneer. Mine owners refused to rehire “70 men who it regard[ed] as 

agitators and the fomenters of the recent strike.”74 Safe in the knowledge that the 

government had their best interests in mind, the owners refused to negotiate. Indeed, they 

in fact escalated their pressure against the miners, and closed “the hospital without regard 

to the condition of some 400 men, women and children” in the area.75 When the miners 

asked the government to intervene, the Minister of Health replied that as a “privately held 

institution” the government could take no action. The miners responded by arguing that 

private health care was a war on the workers, and “it was time the government took 

over!”76 The Attorney General concluded that his “department did not interfere in labor 

disputes…but will enforce [the law] whether it is broken by capitalists, labor men or any 
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75 Bridge River Miner, 9 December, 1940. 
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other citizen.”77 The juxtaposition between state inaction in regards to the hospital and the 

actions of the government against the workers well extant, one could practically imagine 

the eyes rolling at Pioneer. 

The CCF continued to push the issue of Pioneer at the provincial legislature. What 

the Victoria Times euphemistically termed a “warm debate” was much more a caustic 

bout of political acrimony. CCF MLAs attempted to “broaden the bargaining rights of 

unions,” but this motion was lost 35 to 9. Minister Pearson argued that the “government 

would not accept the changes,” and reached into his rhetorical toolkit, finding only old 

tropes of foreign and “outside influences” as to why.78 The CCF fired back that it was 

asinine for workers not to organise on an “international basis when industry and finance 

[there] were dominated by the United States.”79 The CCF, with a deeply ambiguous sense 

of urgency, warned the government that “its present attitudes towards labour could only 

lead to an inevitable result.” Cameron continued that he was “shocked” (perhaps one can 

be so naïve as to believe him) that “the government allowed the BC Mining Association” 

to come before it “while the Pioneer case was still sub judice.” Minister Pearson was in no 

mood to parley with the socialists. Probably sensing the mood of the electorate, Pearson 

bizarrely argued that “the men working at Pioneer should be his friends rather than his 

enemies.” Pearson noted that “the attack on the labor act by the CCF [was a] part of the 

class struggle to bring about a new social order.” With the position of the CCF still calling 

for revolution despite the war, Pearson was not, perhaps, far off. Pearson continued, 
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quoting from a speech made by Cameron at Pioneer, that Cameron had said that the strike 

“was the front for the battle for a new social order in the class struggle,” and on 

“Cameron’s orders,” the miners refused to budge. By conflating the Communists with the 

CCF, the government made a strong play, one that the CCF had opened itself to by 

supporting a largely communist local. Cameron, unimpressed, fired back that “he did not 

know what espionage system had given the minister his speech,” but Pearson had made a 

hatchet job of it.80 

The debate climaxed when Pearson produced a letter, either fabricated, stolen, or 

procured from the mail censor that “proved” that the strike had been dictated by Mine-

Mill’s international headquarters in Denver. The contents of the letter were relatively 

benign. It merely noted that if Pioneer was “cracked,” the rest of BC would quickly 

organise.  It also advocated a strike in the fall, not because of the CPC’s new-old-new 

policy of the “imperialist war” and “class against class,” but because the miners lived in 

company housing, and winter strikes could be a one way ticket to hypothermia.  Pearson 

closed his statements in somewhat prescient fashion, noting that as long as labour “was 

battling amongst its factions…and fighting employers, the government would never agree 

to full bargaining rights.” Harold Winch, the leader of the BC CCF, argued that it was 

curious that the government would simultaneously genuflect to American logging 

interests “on the floor of this house” while arguing that foreign unions were intrinsically 

problematic. Premier Pattullo opted into the conversation. He “wondered if the members 

for Comox and Vancouver East [Cameron and Winch] had not something to do with 

influencing the strikes themselves.” The speaker demanded he withdraw the comment, but 
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Pattullo noted “he could hardly withdraw what he was wondering.” After some cajoling, 

he relented, but not before closing his remarks with the idea that he “hasn’t the slightest 

hesitation in saying that [he] looks upon strikes as a form of civil war. What were we to 

do if milkmen delivering milk to children went on strike?  If police and civil servants 

struck?”81 What indeed? The next day, Colin Cameron attempted to have the house report 

George Pearson to the Minister of Justice for possession of stolen goods; he was ruled out 

of order.82 

The strike at Pioneer continued while the CCF was eviscerating the government 

over their espionage, stolen letters, and sundry poor treatment of BC’s proletariat.  On 30 

November the company again attempted to open the mine, but pickets from Pioneer and 

Bralorne prevented even a 25-man repair crew from entering.83 With the pickets still 

strong, mine owners were forced to “temporarily abandon all thoughts of reopening the 

Bridge River gold producer.”84 The miners sent a letter to Minister Pearson, still of the 

opinion that their strike was on firmly legal-ish ground, noting all of their attempts to 

collectively bargain and operate inside of the legal strictures enacted by the state. They 

further articulated that his opinions of the “foreign” nature of the strike were categorically 

incorrect, and denied that “the strikers were operating under orders received from points 

outside of Canada,” whether they be Denver or Moscow.  Rather too hopefully, the 

miners asked for a “public retraction by the Minister for the above misstatements.”85 What 
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they got instead was a lengthy pamphlet from the government: A Statement by the 

Minister of Labour on the Strike of the Pioneer Mine Employees and on the ‘Industrial 

Conciliation and Arbitration Act.’ Dutifully printed by union labour, the booklet, 

essentially counter-propaganda against Mine-Mill, doubtlessly engendered Pearson’s self-

valorisation as a friend of the worker.86 

Pearson’s pamphlet opens by noting that “A brief was circulated to Members of 

the BC Legislature on November 24th” by the union, and that this circular contained “very 

many inaccuracies.”87 Word smithing not being Pearson’s strongest attribute, the 

document chronologically outlines the trajectory of the strike, and emphasises the various 

ways in which Mine-Mill contravened legal convention. The pamphlet closes with a note 

that as Mine-Mill chose to call “a strike illegally, after having been thoroughly advised by 

the DoL as to what their action meant, defied the law. Unless the government of BC is 

prepared to admit that its laws can be willfully disobeyed, no other course than 

prosecution could be taken.” The government also gave the mine owners access to relief 

roles, and the owners of Pioneer started enlisting unemployed miners in Vancouver to go 

and break the strike.88 

 Prosecutions notwithstanding, the strike continued to hold into 1940. The union 

sent out circulars, addressed to the Attorney General and the Minister of Labour which 

explained their demands. The workers expressed a desire to return to bargaining, but 

noted that “the Pioneer Board of Directors” had rejected their advances. In December, 
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CCF MLAs Cameron and Winch had attempted to broker an agreement with the 

company, but now it was the workers who were willing to bargain, and not the employer. 

It became the official stance of Local 308 that they were essentially locked out, victims of 

a “director’s double cross.”89 In many ways, the state had overplayed the strike. After the 

judiciary convicted Mine-Mill’s leadership, the strikers had paid their fines after spending 

a brief time in jail, and were now relatively free to continue agitating and conducting job 

action. The various corollaries of interest between the state and capital had dramatized the 

point that the state was far from an impartial adjudicator, and the de facto lockout 

punctuated such a position. Running out of options, the government offered significant 

police protection for scabs at Pioneer, but the mine could not procure enough men for the 

task. Broad proletarian solidarities, within and between an ornamentally fractured union 

movement, manifest easily, neither succumbing to red-baiting nor acutely riven by 

prescribed factionalism.  “Thousands of workers in BC” had supported 308’s strike, and 

they remained entrenched. 90  As the New Year dawned there was “a group of men and 

women who…made a simple, courageous resolution [to] which they are grimly 

determined:” that the strike “shall not be broken.” 

 By the end of January the company was running out of ways to break the strike.  

The state had already imprisoned and fined the leaders. Even with increased police 

protection, the company union was far too weak to sunder the picket lines. In a vicious bid 

to increase pressure, the company evicted the remaining miners “in below zero weather.” 

On only “two hours notice” Dr. James threw all remaining men residing at the 
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bunkhouses into the cold.  They were dutifully billeted by other miners who owned their 

own homes.91 Hardly cowed, miners who had been issued eviction notices from company 

housing played a game of musical houses to dodge evictions. Families, following the 

service of notice, simply swapped houses, requiring the sheriff to procure new eviction 

orders. The BC Lumber Worker, the organ of the communist led IWA noted that “at this 

moment the Bridge River Valley is in the throes of the struggle against fascism as truly as 

any regiment overseas.”92  

The evictions, in winter, in the interior of BC, roused indignation from both civil 

society and the labour movement - and cold silence from the government. In a letter to the 

Daily Province, the Local caustically noted that “it is especially illuminating to the 

workers of BC that at this time - at war time - that the democracy they are fighting for 

overseas does not exist at Pioneer.”  Union members were incredulous regarding the 

Attorney General’s argument that he was “powerless to intervene” in the wintertime 

evictions. Despite this ‘hands off’ idea of industrial relations, the state was not “powerless 

to prosecute the strikers rigidly.”93 The BC Workers’ Review, the official publication of 

the Liberal Canadian Federation of Labour (CFL), continued the assault on the miners, 

referring to them as “Communists” (which they were, but that was hardly relevant) and 

that their demands for a “vicious check-off system” would “milk workers dry.” The 

physical assaults on their access to housing and the continuing screeds against the strikers 

in the public sphere were paralleled by the stalemate at negotiations. With the wells of 
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solidarity only so deep, the miners had to either escalate or capitulate. The miners chose 

the former. 

Running low on options, on 26 February 1940, 55 men entered the Pioneer mine 

and occupied it. Conterminously, 25 women erected pickets at the Pioneer office.94 The 

occupation was the first of its kind in BC mines, and the International expressed “shock” 

at the actions of the miners, who by all accounts occupied the mine of their own 

democratic volition.95 Knowing the mines rather well, the miners removed ladders and 

‘adjusted’ the winch so that only they could move about the mine.  The state responded by 

sending nearly a hundred fully armed police and ‘specials’ to the area, fortified with 

machine guns and crowd dispersal gas.96 On orders from Premier Pattullo, a group of 

police entered the mine, but after “hours of fruitless searching in the maze of tunnels,” 

they became lost and eventually came to the surface.97  After a few hours, the miners 

made contact with the police. The police noted that the occupiers were trespassing, and 

“urged them to come out.” The occupiers dutifully refused, but entered into negotiations, 

reiterating their three core demands. After 62 hours underground, and with the potential 

                                                             
94 Vancouver Sun, 28 February, 1940.  Although the “equal pay for equal work!” strikes for women were 
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strike, “a score of women pickets blocked the passage of a foreman” and maintained a steady presence on 
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95 Vancouver News Herald, 28 February, 1940.  In many ways, the occupation at Pioneer was a timid affair 
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for a police assault, the miners came to the surface.98 The miners negotiated that no 

occupier would be arrested if they came to the surface. On their way out, they dismantled 

the barricades that they had constructed at the 2400 foot level in the erroneous assumption 

that the police could wrestle up enough competency and courage to actually storm the 

mine.99   

In a missive the union argued that as “all efforts at negotiation” were “wrecked on 

the shoals” of company obstinacy the miners occupied Pioneer in a “spontaneous 

demonstration of protest and disgust.”100 Although an “oath was taken by every man 

against to commit no sabotage,” they were resolute in their desire to exert significant 

leverage. The miners were brought to the surface when the miners were assured by the 

police that there would be no “prosecutions against any underground striker…and that 

every effort would be made to investigate and arbitrate the dispute."101 The miners closed 

their circular by thanking “BC labour and the general public for their sympathy and 

support.” As far as the labour movement was concerned, the Premier was acting “more 

and more like a pocket edition of Fascist Mussolini” with his “Cossacks” threatening the 

strikers.102   

                                                             
98 Montreal Herald, 1 March, 1940. 
 
99 In a show of sectarianism, the Vancouver Advocate noted that Winch’s “political 
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100 Vancouver Province, 2 March, 1940. 
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By 7 March the heavy police presence had allowed the mine owners to move 50 

men into the mine premises. Work had not yet started, but around 50 strikebreakers, 

largely foremen and surface workers, were attempting to lay the foundation for 

resumption of extraction. Vancouver CCF paper The Federationist contended that the area 

around the camp was essentially in a state of “martial law,” with police officers and 

‘specials’ guarding the mine. The VTLC and New Westminster Trades and Labour 

Councils both called upon the government to remove the police and “bring about a fair 

settlement.”103 Management at Pioneer had relegated their earlier agreement, brokered 

largely by CCF MLAs, into the dustbin of history, and drawn up a new agreement which 

stipulated the elimination of all “agitators,” the open shop and non-recognition of Mine-

Mill. Minister Pearson contended that he was “surprised” at the outcome that he had 

administrated.104 

In whatever limited extent with the resumption of extraction at Pioneer, the labour 

movement and “concerned workers” sent “numerous telegrams and letters…of a very 

peremptory and threatening character” to Premier Pattullo.105 Pattullo fired back in the 

press, arguing that “the government was advised that the company wished to reopen the 

mine…[so] the government sent in police to preserve law and order.”106 Pattullo 

contended that “it is very desirable that Canada should produce all gold possible at this 

time” for the prosecution of the war.  He hilariously concluded his letter that “if we 
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cannot settle our internal problems in a peaceful manner, how can we expect that 

international problems will ever be settled peacefully?” 

With the strike at Pioneer broken, over one hundred men were blacklisted from the 

mine and the industry. Most blacklisted families went to Vancouver, where Mine-Mill 

officers attempted to “arrange housing facilities” for them.107  In classic fashion, the 

workers at Mine-Mill produced and distributed widely (widely enough to end up in 

governmental records) a “SCAB LIST,” with instructions to “PLEASE POST WIDELY.” 

The scab list tallied all of the workers who took employment from Pioneer following the 

introduction of a police state in miniature.   

Although the strike at Pioneer was cracked, it also trained, energised and then 

released 100 experienced proletarian organisers. The old cry of the militant worker that ‘a 

strike is never truly lost’ is particularly germane in the case of the Pioneer strike and 

occupation. Limited employment of 1940 turned into full employment by 1943. By 1944, 

nearly every camp in BC was organised, many by workers who gained experience at 

Pioneer. Apart from producing organisers, the strike solidified the broad left against the 

Liberal government in British Columbia and invigorated the rhetoric of the ‘fascist’ 

employer, of the equation of the struggle for workers’ power in Canada with those 

movements crushed in the countries that Canadian troops were soon to invade. The strike 

at Pioneer evidenced the potentials for a broadly ecumenical left based on solidarity and 

struggle. It saw federal and provincial CCF politicians make stump speeches for a 

communist-led union engaged in an illegal strike. Cameron spoke of how strikers at 

Pioneer were in the vanguard of the international class struggle. And the CCF would 
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support the idea, first used by miners in Pioneer but continued throughout the war, that 

these strikes were in fact lockouts. Angus MacInnis continually heckled the government 

during the war, calling strikes - that, to be fair were obviously strikes - lockouts, in 

support of strikers in their struggle against onerous labour laws. In 1942 MacInnis 

harangued Humphrey Mitchell, the Minister of Labour, about how what Mitchell termed 

“illegal strikes” were in fact “lockouts.”108 This support, this stretching of the truth, from 

the CCF for obviously illegal strikes was consistent during the war - even in relatively 

extreme cases. The actions of the CCF here are sharply juxtaposed to the Communists, 

whose paper The Canadian Tribune was stumping for ever increased production, if not a 

strike ban. If one is looking for a reason why the CCF grew logarithmically during the 

war, public support like this is a very good place to start. 

Pioneer also prefigured a great deal of what would follow during the war, the 

‘failure’ of the strike notwithstanding. Diverse tactics during strikes, ignoring the 

labelling of a strike illegal, terming strikes ‘lockouts’ to attempt to evade persecution 

and/or prosecution, apoplectic denunciations from the capitalist press, and broad working-

class solidarity despite fractured and factional labour leadership. Although the workers at 

Pioneer lost in the immediate, they precipitated class victories in the long term, as the 

blacklisted miners quickly became roving worker-organizers. Factionalism between the 

differing union umbrella organisations was rent in the face of the immediacy of solidarity, 

if not internecine political concerns. As the editorial committee of the Bridge River Miner 

argued, “the workers of BC are probably amongst the most labor conscious in the world 

and are more interested in organization of the workers and the workers’ rights then they 
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are in jurisdictional and other petty disputes between different unions.” In concrete form 

the strike at Pioneer illustrates the absurdity of factionalism within the organised 

proletariat.  They finally noted that someday, “not far in the future,” the workers of BC 

would finally bring about “the real solution for the working masses.”109  

  

  

  

                                                             
109 Bridge River Miner, 9 December, 1939. As of this writing mines at Pioneer are back open. Their stock is 
currently trading at around six nickels, and militant proletarian action in Pioneer may come again, and the 
“real solution for the working masses” is yet on the horizon.       
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One of the most intriguing aspects of industrial action during World War II was 

the number of strikes that happened with no union involvement whatsoever. These were 

not recognition strikes, although there was a great number of those. Neither are the ones 

under consideration herein strikes to return fired union organizers or activists to the shop 

floor well before a collective agreement was signed, although there are dozens, if not 

hundreds of those. Nor were they organized as minority strikes to work towards a closed 

shop. These were also not wildcat strikes, although those were common before PC 1003 

and the Rand Formula, which transferred and centralized shop floor power first to the 

local and then to the (inter)national. These were simply strikes that workers launched and 

organized themselves to procure immediate gains from the employer. They were generally 

short, usually effective in some capacity, and only sporadically produced long term or 

stable organization. Looking at these actions not only clarifies what made strikes powerful 

and effective in the first instance, but adds historiographical and theoretical nuance to a 

deep lacuna within proletarian historiography. Moreover, looking at these often short 

strikes gives some insight into demographic realities of the Canadian labour force that are 

difficult to study and therefore rarely examined, particularly temporary workers, youth, 

and First Peoples.1 Labour history is ultimately deeply concerned with unions, and 

                                                
1  For more on First Peoples labour history see Rolf Knight, Indians at Work: An Informal History of Native 
Labour in British Columbia, 1858-1930 (Vancouver: New Star Books 1996); and Mary Jane Logan 
McCallum, Indigenous Women, Work, and History, 1940-1980 (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press 
2014). For a related study see R. Scott Sheffield, The Red Man's on the Warpath: The Image of the 'Indian' 
and the Second World War (Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2004). For more on youth and labour in 
Canada see Neil Sutherland, Growing Up: Childhood in English Canada from the Great War to the Age of 
Television (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997); Ian MacMillan, "Strikes, Bogeys, Spares, and 
Misses: Pin-boy and Caddy Strikes in the 1930s," Labour/Le Travail, 44 (Fall 1999), 149-90; John Bullen 
"Hidden Workers: Child Labour and the Family Economy in Late Nineteenth Century Urban Ontario," 
Labour/Le Travail, 18 (Fall 1986), 163-187; and Bettina Bradbury, Working Families: Age. Gender, and 
Daily Survival in industrializing Montreal (Toronto: 1993). For a nuanced overview see Joan Sangster, 
Transforming Labour: Women and Work in Post-War Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2010), 199-232. 
 



 - 103 - 

working-class history is concerned with the things that surround working-class life. 

Proletarian history is a political understanding of the space in which social relations are 

upset or shattered, however temporarily, through direct action of the proletariat itself.  

Though there are some instances in the Canadian historiography that point towards 

this phenomenon, there is very little even in the international scholarship that looks at 

independent, non-union strikes. In many ways, this is unsurprising. Such actions are 

difficult to trace, as without institutional support of some kind, whether through a union, a 

political formation, or an electoral-political party, they leave little evidence in their wake. 

Furthermore, they have few champions looking towards their manifestation. Labour 

historians are relatively unconcerned, as they have no institutional element. Various 

strains of Marxists, particularly those who value leadership, the cadre, or a vanguard, 

perceive them as little more than peasant outbursts, devoid of political intent. Liberal and 

conservative scholars are generally unconcerned with such things, so that leaves this 

group of workers hanging rather alone. This chapter will do a small part in rectifying this, 

in saving these small acts of shop floor militancy from the ashes.  

Wildcat strikes, and to a lesser extent illegal and illegally articulated strikes, pull 

the curtain an inch or two back on power relations under the social relationships of 

capitalism. The wartime state, with all of its disciplinary technologies and its edicts, was 

not enough to dissuade workers acting in their best interest. Similarly, strikes without 

union organization or representation evidence a great deal about how capital and labour 

operate, and how we understand notions of “spontaneity” and “organization” in toto. If 

workers were able to procure gains without formal organization, then what is the role of 

formality under capital? Moreover, these strikes were remarkably successful, much more 
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successful than most strikes launched by the large unions. Therefore, it forces the 

historian and reader to examine very closely what the goal of unions is, what exactly a 

union should do, and what the ‘goal’ of activity is. It also shows why the state values 

relatively high employment so intensely. Apart from depressing wages and ensuring 

labour discipline, unemployment means that for workers to make tangible gains, they are 

much better served by a formal labour relations system, as snap strikes are much harder 

when securing employment is not assured. This analysis may be on a trajectory that has 

seen little investigation from historians and labour intellectuals in the past, but that does 

not mean it is not of significance.2 

During World War II there were at least a hundred strikes without unions. When I 

first started this project, I was looking to examine wildcat and illegal strikes during World 

War II and see what impact they had on the state, capital, and the repressive apparatus that 

the two had constructed for their own intermingled, if so often jumbled and competing, 

interests. The evidence quickly and clearly showed that nearly every strike that did not 

end in dismal failure was illegal, a wildcat, or both. In actual fact, most of the strikes 

during the war were illegal. What was surprising, however, was the number of strikes that 

had no union present whatsoever.  

Union officials certainly have disowned unauthorized strikes publically whilst 

simultaneously supporting them privately (or even organising them). Wildcat strikes can 

                                                
2 Striking without a union in Canada has seen some investigation, and naturally labour historians have long 
alluded to it. A few historians have written tangentially about such actions, most pointedly in James 
Pritchard, “The Long, Angry Summer of ’43: Labour Relations in Quebec’s Shipbuilding Industry,” 
Labour/Le Travail, 65 (Spring 2010), 48. Emphasizing the short, pointed wildcat/illegal strikes during this 
period, but never expanding on this point is, Stuart Jamieson, Times of Trouble: Labour Unrest and 
Industrial Conflict, 1900-1966 (Ottawa: Task Force on Industrial Relations, 1968), 276-291. Gregory 
Kealey has also looked towards this phenomenon in his Workers and Canadian History (Kingston and 
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 376-377. 
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be tremendously effective, but they are effective because they are surprising and actually 

needle the normal operation of capital. That being said, in many instances in World War 

II there were a great many strikes that had no union involvement discernable.3 Although 

formal unions were not present, the notions and tactics of unionism was there in 

abundance, the idea that workers could strike on their own without any leadership or 

direction was common, and often exceptionally effective. With no one “responsible” to 

talk to, options for the employer were limited indeed. For government conciliators, the 

options were essentially non-existent. In a situation where there is no responsible 

leadership to bargain with or haul before a committee, how is the state supposed to use its 

disciplinary or stalling apparatus? With no leaders, how was the RCMP supposed to show 

that they were “doing something” if they could not arrest leaders? The state needed 

leaders.  

This chapter uncovers and examines the self-activity that workers undertook 

themselves, without a directing force. It avoids any strikes or job actions where there may 

have been a union organizer somewhere in the shadows. During the war official unions 

certainly launched strikes, but the vast majority of official strikes were dismal failures, 

and were focused on union based initiatives like the closed shop. Other strikes, as we have 

seen, were far more effective when their demands were less oriented towards the long-

term interests of union stability and more oriented towards the immediate demands and 

interests of workers themselves. Kirkland Lake is perhaps the most famous, as it has seen 

                                                
3 If there was even the possibility of union involvement, the strikes were not included in this chapter. Before 
1943 unions in Canada were severely lacking in organizers, and their movements can generally be 
discerned. 
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monograph length examination, but it was far from the only one.4 Most strikes led by 

unions failed, because their telos, the closed shop and dues check-off, were difficult to 

obtain. Any paeans to the CIO in this regard is essentially a bad joke played on the actual 

Canadian working class by historians. The CIO had become a relatively conservative 

business outfit by 1937, and the notion that they were some sort of threat to the Canadian 

state or capital warrants more than a crooked eyebrow when their actual record is 

examined. However, strikes against employers launched by workers themselves, those 

were dangerous and remarkably effective. These strikes also manifest the intrinsically 

diverse nature of proletarian life in Canada during the war. Although a great deal of 

labour history has privileged the ‘white’ working class, the Canadian proletariat was 

always a far less ‘white’ social formation. The fact that tiny sectors of the most elite 

elements (yet still massively exploited and mistreated) of the proletariat rarely manifest in 

solidarity with the rest of their class does not mean that there was no multi-ethnic 

solidarity, nor does it mean that the unions themselves intrinsically paved the road to 

militancy. During the war strikes were thick in the discourse and the material reality of 

life, and workers fought viciously for whatever they could get, union or no.  

These strikes were connected only in a macro analysis, and do not lend themselves 

to narrative form. Moreover, they do not fit into a neat taxonomy. When this project 

began, the first order of business was sitting down and reading the entire Strikes and 

Lockouts files from 1939-1945. Originally, the plan included printing off interesting 

strikes from the microfilm machine and keeping spreadsheets based on taxonomy as per 

                                                
4 The strike at Kirkland Lake was also the favorite strike of the Communists. After Operation Barbarossa 
commenced Kirkland Lake was one of the few strikes that The Canadian Tribune covered, as their position 
had changed into an “everything against the fascist menace” from their previous position of “all out against 
imperialist war.” See Canadian Tribune, 1941-1943. 
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my constructed understanding. However, as the project grew and became obviously more 

complicated, the spreadsheet became the first casualty. It increasingly had very little 

value, as it reflected the biases of the government or newspaper as much as anything else, 

and offered little in the way of potential data possibilities. The Labour Gazette, while 

often a robust resource, was often mistaken, even wrong, and occluded or elided 

important events. Many strikes went through phases: wildcat, official sanction, declared 

illegal, minority women present, settled by a board, then another wildcat to enforce the 

board’s decision, for instance. However, it quickly became apparent that there was going 

to be little value in attempting to officially codify the strikes during the war, as any 

codification would simply be my bias filtered through the language of pie-charts and 

graphs - they were simply too complex to just put into little boxes all the same.  

As late as 1940 there were strikes and marches by the unemployed in Canada. But 

as the unemployed gained work as the wartime economy grew, they were replaced with 

another phenomenon, the independent strike. Although there were a few scattered strikes 

that had no union present in 1939, they began in earnest in 1940, and peaked around 1942, 

when the unions finally felt secure enough to actually start organizing seriously. One of 

the first of these strikes was in 1940 at the Hermie Beaupre Bowling Alley in Leamington, 

Ontario. Youth in general and pin-boys specifically have a long history of industrial 

action in Canada.5 And in 1940, the Canadian workforce was still very shy of full 

                                                
5 Ian MacMillan, "Strikes, Bogeys, Spares, and Misses: Pin-boy and Caddy Strikes in the 1930s," Labour/Le 
Travail, 44 (Fall 1999), 149-90. Furthermore, at the same time that the pin boys were on strike 10 young 
workers were striking Gold Glove Works in Prescott, Ontario. Five of the “boys” had been fired for 
drinking on the job, and the remainder of the 30 apprentices walked out in protest. They quickly added 
increased wages to their demands. With unemployment still quite high in rural Ontario, the sodden 
apprentices were not reinstated and the strikers went back to work. There were other sporadic youth strikes 
during World War II in Canada, but most were quite minor, or have been commented on in other chapters 
within this work. See Ottawa Journal, 21 February 1940; Ottawa Journal, 23 February 1940. 
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employment, and wages were yet mired in Depression era swamps, and artificially 

deflated by Orders-in-Council. Pin boys basically laboured as piece workers, and were 

paid by the set. In Leamington, the four workers who stood the pins up struck in February 

1940 for an increase in their pin rate, from 2 ½ cents a pin up to 3 ½ cents. Unlike more 

respectable unions that often attempted to minimize the effects of their actions, the pin 

boys staged their walkout during league play to maximize the effectiveness of their 

strike.6 They walked out at nine in the evening, just as players were well lubricated and 

ready to start their league games, and demanded that Hermie Beaupre pay them their 

stated increase. The proprietor would hear no such insolence from his employees; he 

immediately fired them and quickly found replacements. The league play went on without 

problems, and the fired pin boys neglected to picket the bowling alley. This was a rather 

common occurrence in 1940. Without a union to direct and support strikes, if the 

employer simply wanted to fire the workers en masse there was little strikers could do, 

picketing excluded. Moreover, as unemployment was still relatively high, finding 

replacement workers was easy, and quick for most employers. 

Mass firings of workers on strike without unions was relatively common in 1940. 

Canning plant workers at Canada Packer’s factory in Belleville, Ontario found themselves 

in a similar predicament as the pin boys. Workers there were making 25 cents an hour, the 

de facto minimum wage in 1940.7 Workers in the vegetable cannery spent hot hours 

packing tomatoes and wanted more money for their trouble. Around 24 men (the DoL 

says 24, the employer says 15, and the employer almost always underestimated the 

                                                
6 Windsor Star, 21 February 1940. 
 
7 S&L 40-138. Report. ND. 
 



 - 109 - 

number of strikers in all situations) asked for an increase in wages just after noon on 23 

September 1940. The manager said that he had no authority to grant an increase, so the 

men walked out. The disappearance of these workers from the packing and cooking 

departments caused the factory to cease production. Rather than let the men loiter about or 

picket, general manager W. Forbes simply “fired the whole bunch,” confident that they 

would be quickly replaced.8 Defeated, the strikers left for their homes to seek employment 

elsewhere. Although only 20% of the workforce had struck the plant, their disappearance 

effectively halted production. In response, Canada Packers quietly increased their bottom 

hourly rate from 25 to 27 cents an hour. Echoing common, if duplicitous, sentiment from 

employers the increase was not because they were afraid of more labour trouble, but 

simply out of “a recognition of loyalty” from the workers who refused to join the others 

on the (albeit short and rather pathetic) picket line.9 Although the strike did not pay 

dividends to the strikers, it paid a small one to the employees. Effectiveness cannot 

always be measured in immediate gains for those most directly involved. 

 

Company Unions on Strike 

 

Company unions were a plague on the Canadian industrial front. Although there 

have been some attempts at positive revisionist history regarding company unions, such 

attempts have been, to be charitable, lack lustre indeed.10 For Canadian unionists the 

                                                
8 Oshawa Daily Times, 23 September 1940. 
 
9 S&L, 40-138. Letter from Canada Packers to WM Dickson, DMoL, 17 October 1940. 
 
10 The debates regarding company unions is required reading for those interested in the topic. Bruce Nissen, 
"The Remarkable Rehabilitation of Company Unionism in Recent Industrial Relations Literature." Critical 
Sociology. 25:1 (1999): 59-79; and the response by Bruce Kaufman, “The Case for the Company Union,” 
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company union was a crude ploy by the boss to stymie real organizing; it was reviled as 

an anachronistic holdover, as the passage of the Wagner Act in the United States had 

banned them in 1935. Nevertheless, company unions could be taken over, and the CIO ran 

slates to this effect during the war.11 Company unions were a plot to weaken the power of 

workers, but the form of company unions was still one with a subversive core, that of 

workers joining together. In some ways, it is more impressive to see company unions 

striking rather than no union at all, as company union officials were often essentially spies 

for the employer, and always a false way of channeling class struggle. Although company 

unions were a plot to keep workers’ wages low and working conditions at a level inimical 

to humanity, occasionally during World War II this plot backfired on the bosses and the 

company unions bit back. 

Company unions were particularly popular in textiles. Although the Canadian 

union movement had long tried to organize the textile industry, and with some success, 

their efforts were largely scuttled during the Great Depression. Company unions often fell 

in to fill the void that was vacated by their destruction. Quebec had a long tradition of 

company unionism that was tied to notions entrenched in Catholic corporatism based on 

Leo XIII’s encyclical on “The Conditions of the Working Class.”12 Far from tropes of 

“Papist slavishness,” the originating document of Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum 
                                                                                                                                             
Labor History, 41:3 (2000), 321-350. The original attempt at academic resuscitation of the company unions’ 
reputation can be found in Daniel Nelson, “The Company Union Movement, 1900–1937: A 
Reexamination,” Business History Review, 56:3 (1982), 335–357. A ‘balanced’ view can be found in Jacoby 
Sanford, "Reckoning With Company Unions: The Case of Thompson Products, 1934-1964," Industrial and 
Labor Relations Review 43 (October 1989): 19-40. For more on company unions in the Canadian context 
see Bruce Scott, “A Place in the Sun: The Industrial Council at Massey-Harris, 1919-1929,” Labour/Le 
Travailleur 1 (1976): 158-92.  
 
11 Cuthbertson, Labour Goes to War, 42-45. 
 
12 Government of Canada, Annual Report of Labour Organisation in Canada (Ottawa: King’s, 1940), 32.  
The Annual Report erroneously attributes this to Pope Pius X. 
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criticised capitalism for its division of society into two classes, those who owned the 

wealth and those who created it, and “the inhumane conditions of life” for the latter.13 

These “inhumane conditions” were to be rounded out, and a vector for providing at least a 

modicum of lip service to such issues was the company union. 

The 240 employees of the Canadian Silk Products plant at Sherbrooke, Quebec, 

made, unsurprisingly, silk products. Their shopfloor was multi-ethnic, but largely French-

Canadian, and about half of its employees were women, mostly “girls” who worked as 

hosiery toppers.14 Due to war shortages, the plant was increasingly reliant on artificial silk 

(rayon), a product that was much more labour intensive to work on than real silk. This 

caused women to become much slower, and as they were paid piece work, it acted as a 

wage cut. 

The women working as toppers at the factory had been advocating for a wage 

increase since the use of rayon was introduced. Their piece rates were already woefully 

low, for many equating to less than $0.20 an hour, an miserly wage even for young 

women in 1942, and almost assuredly in contravention of the weak wages protections 

accorded by the Quebec government. When a skilled tradesperson could make a dollar or 

more an hour, and even Japanese forced labourers were paid 25 cents an hour, these were 

                                                
13 Gregory Baum, The Priority of Labor: A Commentary of LABOREM EXERCENS Encyclical Letter of 
Pope John Paul II (New York: Paulist, 1982), 5-6. For more see Robert Harris Dennis, “The Via Media to 
Vatican II: Liberalism, Socialism, and Transatlantic Catholic Social Thought in English Canada, 1912-
1961.” PhD Dissertation, Queen’s University, 2014. 
 
14 Women were desired for jobs in textiles that “depend primarily on quickness of eye and manual 
dexterity.” Of these, one of the most important was “topping, which involves the transfer of the leg of the 
stocking, loop by loop, onto the needles of a transfer bar which is set on a “footer”; and the looping or 
joining together of the openings in the heel and in the toe after they have been set (loop by loop) on the 
needles of the looping machine.” United States Department of Labor, Postwar Employment Prospects for 
Women in the Hosiery Industry (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1945), 3. 
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miserable wages indeed.15 Such low wages were ever more onerous as the women were 

expected to work 50 to 55 hours per week. After their cries for higher wages were ignored 

by the company union and the company, 120 “girls” walked out of the plant on 22 

January 1942.16 As “the toppers occupied a key position” in the factory, the remainder of 

the plant was effectively shut down by their action.17 This case is interesting, as the 

company was quite clear in its strike forms that there was no union, but merely a Shop 

Committee. However, in this case the company union effectively gave their workers 

permission to walk out, if not to picket.18 Gilles Laurencelle, the secretary of the company 

union, stated that “after a last minute appeal, the workers association acceded to the 

request of the toppers and allowed them to walk out.”19 Now, the CIO was actively 

attempting to take over company unions by 1943, although it is unclear whether this was 

the case in early 1942. Moreover, this was a nearly uniformly French-speaking plant, and 

it does not seem that the CIO had French-speaking organizers present at this time, so this 

action was almost assuredly done by the workers, and even the company union members, 

themselves. The girls were out for three days, and the plant was idle the entire time. Flush 

with orders, the company agreed to conciliation from the provincial government, and the 

strikers were awarded a modest raise the next day. Although the victory was minor 

                                                
15 Stratford Beacon Herald, 18 April 1941. 
 
16 The nomenclature for “girls” in governmental parlance is always troublesome and used with some 
indiscretion, but is quoted here to show that one can assume that these were almost all young women. 
Quoted from S&L 42-9, Memorandum, 22 January 1942. 
 
17 Sherbrooke Record, 22 January 1942. 
 
18 Montreal Gazette, 22 January 1943. 
 
19 Sherbrooke Record, 22 January 1942. 
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indeed, it does show that company unions could be somewhat effective as vectors for 

change.   

   Like other companies in Canada, the Zimmerman Brother’s Box Factory in 

Tavistock, Ontario had a company union. Various euphemisms were used by the DoL, 

mainly “shop committee” as in the example above, but a company union it was. Like 

many other “mom and pop” factories in Canada at this time, the Zimmerman Brothers did 

not pay the federally mandated minimum wage, even though they were producing war 

materiel. By their own admission, 25% of their production was for the British 

Government, and hence they were subject to the regulations on wages, however anaemic 

and shoddily enforced.20 Therefore, they were mandated to pay 30 cents an hour for men 

over 18, and 20 for women. The Zimmerman Brother’s Box Factory did not. 

At Zimmerman wages were low, even for 1941. Government wage controls were, 

as we have seen, ineffective, but it seems that the company union had been effective at 

keeping wages and working conditions at, or even below, Depression era levels. Single 

men made 16-18 cents an hour, and married men started at 20, but some foremen could 

make up to 32.21 Moreover, most workers laboured at the box factory for 61 hours a week, 

so the pay was not only incredibly poor, but the hours were grotesque and without paid 

overtime. As a result of their depression-era conditions in wartime Canada, the 

employees’ committee petitioned company officials for increases in their wages, overtime 

pay, and changes to their working conditions. Although the employees only had a 

company union, workers acted as if it was real, and set to making demands on the 

                                                
20 S&L 41-54, Supplementary Statement on War Work, 17 May 1941. 
 
21 Mr. Zimmerman “said that he did not want to discuss rates of pay prevailing at the plant.” It appears that 
even he was embarrassed by the low wages paid. London Free Press, 19 April 1941. 
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employer. The committee members demanded an increase of 6 cents an hour for most 

employees with overtime paid at time and a half.22 The five-man committee presented 

their demands in writing to the employer on 17 April 1941, but GS Zimmerman asked that 

they have more meetings and negotiations instead.23 When the employer refused to 

increase wages and establish an overtime regime, 69 workers walked out at 11:30 on 18 

April 1941, effectively shutting down operations.24 

In response the Zimmerman Brothers locked the plant and left a fireman and a 

foreman inside to maintain the machines. As there were no hard pickets, some of the more 

skilled men who made the princely top rate of 32 cents an hour stayed on the job, 

although they were largely unable to produce anything. The strikers contacted the DoL to 

see if they could procure some form of binding arbitration, a trajectory that was not yet 

available anywhere in Canada. Zimmerman attempted to negotiate with his company 

union, but found the door “slammed” in his face, as the workers thought their demands 

entirely reasonable and refused anything less.25 WJ Munro, a conciliator from the 

provincial labour department was dispatched to Tavistock to mediate the dispute. He 

quickly helped the parties come to an agreement on wages and conditions. After their 

short strike, the box factory workers won a contract of sorts. First, the employees 

demanded and won a no retribution clause, so that no worker could be discriminated 

against for participating in the strike. They also managed to gain a 55-hour work week. It 

                                                
22 Stratford Beacon Herald, 18 April 1941. 
 
23 The five workers who signed the statement were Walter Martins, Carl Vogt, William Roth, Walter Feick 
and Gilbert Wettlaufer. Kitchener Record, 18 April 1941. 
 
24 Kitchener Record, 18 April 1941. 
 
25 Stratford Beacon Herald, 19 April 1941. 
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was certainly not the 40-hour work week of respectable labour, but it came with an 

overtime clause that met the original demands of the strikers - time and a half after 55 

hours.26 Lastly, the workers wrenched around two to four cents an hour increases from the 

employer, which meant that workers’ wages remained less than the 25 cents an hour 

mandated by the province.27 The newspaper noted that some of the strikers had left the 

Zimmerman’s employ as they had gotten jobs that paid 35 cents an hour, far better than 

their original wage of 22 cents. By 1941 the spectre of full employment was haunting 

employers, and wages were creeping ever upwards through the direct action of Canadians 

workers themselves.28 The contract was certainly was not plated in gold, but it was a 

decent return for two days of striking.  

Far from the box factory in Ontario are the rich gold fields of the Yukon Territory. 

Mining in the Yukon is placer mining, and placer mining is hard, cold, wet work that goes 

for 24 hours a day in those long summer days.29 Unlike hard rock miners in Pioneer, 

placer mining involves paydirt, gravity, and water. In hard rock mining, workers find 

veins or ore that contains valuable material, and later crush and refine it for their precious 

metals. Placer mining is the process by which workers extract fine gold, whether in the 

form of dust, flakes, or small nuggets, that have been washed downstream from gold 

deposits over geological time. Placer mining generally occurs in creeks, or areas where 

there were creeks in a different geological era. In placer mining, workers clear overlay 

                                                
26 London Free Press, 21 April 1941; Labour Gazette, 1941, 540. 
 
27 Kitchener Record, 21 April 1941. 
 
28 Kitchener Record, 21 April 1941. 
 
29 “Placer” probably coming from the Catalan term for “shoal” or “sand.” The gold is generally found in the 
sand and gravel in river and creek beds. 
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and overburden and then run gold-rich paydirt through sluice boxes, wherein the heavier 

gold settles into the pay box and the worthless rocks, sand, and gravel tumble out the 

other end. With claims that paid well, placer mining could profitably be done by hand in a 

pan, with small groups prospecting for rich deposits of gold. After the richest claims were 

panned out, small groups used high pressure water to cut material from the creek sides, as 

well as machinery to run paydirt from creek beds through small sluice boxes with water 

pumps. After these mediocre claims were exhausted, miners were forced, like historians, 

to deal in volume. Massive dredging machines were the best way to move millions of 

tonnes of earth, and by the 1940s the Klondike still held some of the world’s largest 

reserves of placer gold, and extracting it was a massive industrial enterprise with a very 

short season. Placer mining in the Yukon can only be done when there is little or no 

permafrost and the creeks are open and running, meaning the truncated summer. So 

miners work a short season, in the endless summer days of the north, fighting off 

mosquitoes and black flies that are liable to simply pluck an unlucky worker from a 

dredge to take home to feed their large families. These miners worked hard, seasonally, 

and far away from the comforts that most North Americans took for granted, even in the 

1940s.  
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30 

 

The largest placer operator in Canada was the Yukon Consolidated Gold 

Corporation, which employed hundreds of men in its seasonal gold operations. The 

                                                
30 Dredge No. 4, Bonanza Creek, Dawson City, Yukon Territory. Photo courtesy of Yukon News. This 
dredge would have been operated by the miners on strike, as it was repurposed by the Yukon Consolidated 
Gold Corporation in 1940. It was in operation until a burst dam filled it with silt in 1959 and forced its 
decommissioning. The YCGC dissolved in 1966, and the dredge was donated to Parks Canada in 1969, then 
later designated as a historical site. The rear of the dredge is seen here, which would unload tailings. Simply 
put, a dredge is a floating excavator that processes gold-bearing gravel, extracts the gold and dumps the 
tailings behind it as it moves forward in its own pond. The excavating is done by a continuous chain of steel 
buckets that dig deep into the ground, wrenching the gravel from the substrate, and raising up to a hopper 
inside the superstructure of the dredge. From the hopper, the gravel is moved into a massive rotating drum 
(the screen) that has huge quantities of water pumped into it to wash the gravel clean. All of the small 
particles are flushed through thousands of holes in the rotating screen and into several rows of sluices with 
riffles and matting below it which are designed to capture the dense gold and allow the lighter sand and 
other material to wash out the back of the dredge and into the pond. The larger pebbles and rocks, now 
scoured clean, drop out of the back of the rotating screen and up a conveyor belt (stacker) that carries the 
material away from the stern and dumps it back into the pond behind the dredge. Thus the dredge eats its 
way forward, processing massive volumes of gravel, taking out the small particles of gold, while depositing 
the barren rock behind it. The gold was removed from the riffles, panned out, and cleaned. It was then 
smelted in the YCGC’s own smelter, the “Gold Room.” Yukon News, Michael Gates, 2 September 2011. 
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YCGC was an amalgamation of the two largest gold producers and a smattering of 

smaller gold outfits. In Dawson Creek it was simply known as “The Company;” and in the 

world of Yukon gold mining, this singular was well earned. For a corporation simply 

known as The Company, it made sense to have a company union. Although company 

unions offered their workers the illusion of protection and control, when it came to fill out 

their government-mandated strike forms they all proudly stated on their strike forms a 

self-satisfied answer of “NONE.” The Company was no different. But just as in 

Tavistock, the workers acted as if this was not the case. In 1941 the YCGC was making 

good money, and the price of gold had increased by $1 a troy ounce since 1940. The 

workers in Dawson were eager to get what they saw as their fair share. 
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31 

 

                                                
31 This is an example of the tens of thousands of pages of information utilized in “The Workers’ War.” From 
such evidence the author went and checked local newspapers, government sources, and other vectors of 
information for notes on the strikes in question. Note the “name and number of trade union local” and the 
answer: “none.” 
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There is perhaps no occupation so intensely and tactilely capitalist as mining. The 

miners extract the gold, the owner takes it, and gives the miners a parsimonious sum for 

their trouble. The short season and rich nature of the Dawson gold fields simply amplified 

this. The Company employed around 700 men in 1941. Due to the general dearth of 

labour in Canada, and specifically the labour shortage in the north, the employer hired 

First Peoples for the first time during the war.32 Hauling the gold out of the ground took 

machinists, miners, welders, blacksmiths, prospectors, dredge operators, cooks, 

electricians and general labourers working shifts of 8 or 9 hours a day, 24 hours a day. 

The pay was not terrible by Canadian standards. Most workers earned around $6.75 a day, 

including room and board.33 With the lack of workers, the difficult working conditions 

combined with the short season, and the high price of gold, the workers pressed what 

advantages they had. 

 At noon on 28 July 1941 414 employees of the YCGC signed a petition organized 

by the “employees’ committee” demanding an extra $1 a day to add to their present wages 

of $6.75. The YCGC pled poverty and patience, and the men responded with a strike. “A 

cavalcade of trucks and automobiles poured into Dawson” as the men stopped working 

and went into town to air their grievances.34 They demanded their extra dollar a day, and 

were not willing to listen to whinging from their employers. A few dozen men stayed 

within the employ of the corporation, but these were mostly highly paid managers. The 

                                                
32 Kenneth Coates and William Morrison, The Alaska Highway in World War II: The U.S. Army of 
Occupation in Canadas Northwest (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 76, 179. For more on 
northern labour during the war see William Morrison and Kenneth Coates, Working the North: Labor and 
the Northwest Defense Projects, 1942–1946 (Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1994). 
 
33 S&L, 41-158. Department of Labour, Report - YCGC. 20 August 1941. 
 
34 Globe and Mail, 30 July 1941. 
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workers, from all of their different trades and backgrounds, struck together to demand an 

increase, and from the original 400, nearly all 700 workers eventually joined the strike.35 

The employers, far from the eyes of Ottawa or the southern union movement, sat on their 

hands. Not only were they not producing gold, they were also losing precious hours of 

summer daylight, their only productive season. After three days on strike, the DoL finally 

intervened, flying a conciliation officer (Currie) up to Canada’s most productive gold 

mining region. The conciliator flew out on the 2 August, and arrived the day after. The 

DoL official’s main concern was getting the miners back to work. He was able to 

accomplish this by cajoling the company union representatives to go back, promising that 

he could get a better offer than The Company’s insufficient adjustment of only fifty cents 

a day increase, which the miners had already refused to consider.36  In the end, the strike 

compelled the company to increase pay by 62 ½ cents/day, retroactive to 1 June 1941, 

barely more than half what the miners originally demanded. However, the employer also 

agreed, at its expense, to create a “welfare committee, improvements in living conditions, 

first aid provisions, etc.”37 In his personal notes conciliator Currie noted that the 

“employees are not organized,” but they made large gains nonetheless. As we have seen 

throughout this entire discussion, snap strikes were effective, formal organization or no.38 

Currie also noted that the offer was in excess of what was allowed by PC 7440, the 

                                                
35 Vancouver Province, 6 August 1941. 
 
36 S&L 41-158. Telegram from MS Campbell to FK Harrison. 6 August 1941. 
 
37 Labour Gazette, 1941, 1092-1094. 
 
38 S&L 41-158. Conciliator Report of Currie. ND. The labour movement correctly saw that PC 7440 was 
being used as a cudgel to keep wages down and break organizing drives, and worked hard throughout the 
war to have the law repealed. For the full report of the labour movement’s protest against PC 7440 in 1942 
see Labour Gazette, 1942, 291-295. 
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onerous wage control law, but by 1941 this was already unenforceable, and was being 

routinely ignored as a matter of course.  

There were two other instances that left a trail of evidence to find First Peoples 

striking during the War. Although First Peoples had laboured for wages since the 

imposition of waged labour on their territories, especially on the West Coast and in the 

North, finding specific histories can be difficult indeed. Nevertheless, due to racially 

minded bureaucrats, two such instances have come down to us, evidencing the manifold 

roles that First Peoples had in their forced and vicious road to formal proletarianization 

and the drive by the state to have them enmeshed within the market system. The first was 

in St. Anne de Restigouche (now Baie Comeau), Quebec, territory of the Listuguj 

Mi'qmaq and the Innu. Approximately 100 workers (identified as “Indian workers” by the 

DoL) went on strike for higher wages on 22 July 1942. The workers (there is no strike 

report, only DoL memorandums marked secret) numbered about 100, and were working 

as labourers loading lumber onto ships. They were making a relatively decent wage of 

$.40 to $0.70 an hour for semi-skilled labour in Quebec, but they received no weekend 

premium or overtime pay. The workers demanded overtime pay and a general increase in 

wages.39  

On 22 July 1942 the labourers informed the stevedore in charge that they would 

refuse to work unless their demands were met. The stevedore responded by bussing in 

replacement workers. Once the replacements came to the ship, 30 more “Indian workers” 

showed up and demanded that they be employed as well.40 With the strikers setting up 

                                                
39 S&L, 42-227. Unemployment Insurance Commission to the DoL, 24 August 1942. 
 
40 S&L, 42-227. Secret Report from FJ Mead, 5 August 1942. 
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what the DoL considered a hard picket (“the indians…would not permit other men to 

continue the work…”) the overseer was forced to act.41 Losing time and money, the 

employer agreed to time and a half for overtime, and double-time on Sundays. When “the 

Indians were advised of this new rate they agreed to work under these conditions” and 

helped to load the vessel.42 And although this is the only strike example we have of on 

this particular dock, Assistant Commissioner of the DoL RR Tait remarked that “the 

Indians employed at this work have invariably gone on strike during the course of the 

season’s operations,” leading one to believe that their above-average wages did not 

manifest through benevolence, but through previous direct action.43 

Low wages were the norm on a different project affecting First Peoples. The 

Quebec North Shore Paper Company was hired by the Provincial Department of Roads to 

construct approaches over the Manicouagan and Outardes Rivers, just outside of Baie 

Comeau, the site of the previous strike for higher wages by ship loaders. However, much 

like in Dawson, “due to the labour shortage which exists here as throughout the country, a 

number of indians from the Indian Reserve at Bersimis were engaged as labourers” on the 

project.44 The men were engaged at $0.20 an hour for 60 hours a week, with a $0.21 daily 

COLA to get them up to the legal minimum wage in Quebec.45 They were helping to 

build the roads and bridges connecting Baie Comeau and Outardes Falls, arduous work 

                                                
41 S&L, 42-227. Special Report, 23 July 1942. The DoL official added “no union” to his sheet, modeling it 
after the official reports sent to employers. 
 
42 S&L, 42-227. Secret Report from FJ Mead, 5 August 1942. 
 
43 S&L 42-227. Secret, RR Tait to the Deputy Minister of Labour. 28 July 1942. 
 
44 Bersimis is now called Pessamit, and remains a largely Innu reserve. 
 
45 S&L 42-246. Quebec North Shore Paper Company to DoL, 12 August 1942. 
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with long hours, and with nights spent in the type of shoddy camps that were provided by 

the employer as cheaply as possible. The workers quickly demanded an increase of 

wages, as they were surely the most poorly remunerated workers on the north shore of the 

Bay of St. Lawrence in 1942. They elected a spokesman in Edouard Tiernish (who the 

DoL felt the need to point out was “an indian,” casually dropping the capitalization when 

they talked about individuals rather than institutions) who led their demands for thirty 

cents an hour, which still would have made them poorly paid. The “23 men involved in 

the strike, which lasted only two hours were all Indians of the Bersimis Reserve.”46 Their 

short strike ended when the men were awarded another $0.05 an hour. A two-hour strike 

netted them a 20% wage increase. As in dozens of these job actions, the employer stated 

that “whether this can be classified as a labour dispute within the meaning of the Act I 

cannot say, but I am inclined to doubt it very seriously.”47 As the wartime shortage in 

labour forced employers, particularly those with operations in areas with heavy 

indigenous population, to overlook their racism or prejudice and employ First Peoples, 

there were almost surely more examples of people fighting for better wages and 

conditions. It would be curious if only workers from one reserve were successful in 

launching and winning strikes, but this surely has more to do with the quality of the 

labour inspectors and their networks than it does the actions of differing groups across the 

                                                
46 S&L 42-246. Special Report. 29 July 1942. 
 
47 S&L 42-246. HA Sewell (local wood manager) to ADMoL. 12 August 1942. 
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country.48 Nevertheless, despite the eliminationist projects directed at them by the state, 

church, and capital, First Peoples were not absent in the Workers’ War.49 

 

The Public Sector - Striking Without Unionization 

 

For institutional historians of union bureaucracies, the history of public sector 

organization begins in 1967, the year the federal government passed the Public Service 

Staff Relations Act. The PSSRA was forced into existence in response to wildcat strikes 

in the post office throughout the 1960s, and created a labour relations regime specifically 

tailored for the public service.50  However the public sector had a long and intense 

relationship with striking without unions, and a long and bitter experience with 

unionization in general.51 During massive upsurge in labour militancy that coincided with 

the Great War and the postwar Workers’ Revolt, public sector organization flourished. 

                                                
48 Nevertheless, as these strikes had no press coverage, they would have been lost without the DoL, and give 
more evidence to the probing and investigative nature of the department during the war. 
 
49 On the west coast First Peoples had long been organized in the fishing industry, but during the war 
canning workers also constructed their own class-based outfit, the Native Brotherhood. Alicja Muszynski 
Cheap Wage Labour: Race and Gender in the Fisheries of British Columbia (Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen's University Press, 1996), 193-194. 
 
50 For further investigation on the wildcats in the post office during the 1960s see Walter Johnson, Trade 
Unions and the State (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1997), 11-29, 126-168; and Bryan Palmer, Canada's 
1960s: The Ironies of identity in a Rebellious Era (University of Toronto Press, 2009), Chapter 7. 
 
51 The two most important syncretic texts relating to public sector unionization are Mark Thompson and 
Gene Swimmer, Public Sector Collective Bargaining in Canada: Beginning of the End or End of the 
Beginning (Kingston: Industrial Relations Centre Press - Queen's University, 1995) and Jacob Finkleman 
and Shirley Goldenberg, Collective Bargaining in the Public Sector - The Federal Experience in Canada 
(Montreal: Institute for Research on Public Policy, 1983). A general overview, which is enlightening even if 
specifically focused on Ontario and well outside of the chronology of this study is Robert Hebdon and 
Maurice Mazerolle, “Regulating Conflict in Public Sector Labour Relations: The Ontario Experience 
(1984–1993)”, Relations Industrielles, 58:4 (2003), 667-686. For a general overview of the field of 
contemporary public sector unionization see David Camfield, "Renewing the Study of Public Sector Unions 
in Canada." Socialist Studies/Etudes Socialistes 1.2 (Fall 2005), 55-73.  
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The illegal postal workers strikes in the closing years of the war and the police strikes 

during the general strikes in the Canadian west are only some of the notable examples. In 

the case of Edmonton the police force declared itself “ready to act at the call of the 

[general strike] committee,” terrifying the local bourgeoisie, especially in the case of 

Edmonton where it was led by women and men who were SPC and IWW militants.52 

Despite tight controls on the legality of job action, public service workers were never a 

quiet, acquiescent bunch. Public sector workers may have been on the bent side of the law 

regarding legal unionization until 1967, but they were not strangers to job action itself. 

During World War II public sector workers continued their attempt to engage direct 

action to better their lives, and two particular examples of this is with municipal waste 

workers in Ottawa and Hamilton. There were many other examples of municipal or public 

workers striking during World War II, but writing about garbage men has an allure. 

Both cities saw large scale strikes by non-union garbage collectors. Sanitary 

workers occupy a position of strength in cities, as without running water and sanitation 

cities quickly become odorous, and piled refuse can be a quick vector for disease. 

Sanitation strikes can make cities unliveable. Nevertheless, sanitation workers lacked 

social capital and ‘skill.’ As they were formally unorganized and legally prescribed to 

exist outside of the organizational realm for unions, they had little standing indeed. 

Moreover, they had no trajectory for organization, as the road to unionization was closed 

to public servants. That they did an important, difficult, and often dangerous job was no 

social armor against their low status. 

                                                
52 Edmonton Bulletin, 27 May 1919. For more on the Edmonton General Strike, the forgotten cousin of 
Winnipeg, see Bjorge, “The Edmonton General Strike of 1919.” 
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The first strike by garbage collectors was on 19 January 1942. The time of year is 

important here, as working in the cold is hardly appealing, but also garbage has a 

tendency to freeze rather than rot in the winter, potentially weakening their bargaining 

position. The garbage collectors of Hamilton made a relatively good wage for 1942, just 

over $0.66 an hour with a 44 hour work-week, plus a war COLA bonus of $1.90 a week.53 

These collectors were not poorly paid in regards to many other workers, but neither were 

they rolling in cash. And indeed, the weekly pay roll for garbage removal had risen in the 

city from $1917.51 to $2346.65 in only a year.54 Nevertheless, there were significant 

problems for the collectors. First, they complained that they were working far too much 

overtime. A booming wartime economy simply produced more garbage, and the city 

needed more workers to take all of it away. All of those workers streaming into the 

retooled and enlarged factories suddenly running full shifts needed somewhere to live, 

and those houses and apartments produced ever more garbage. The collectors were 

therefore working overtime as a matter of course, rather than as an emergency measure, 

all in the cold and over the holidays. Second, the leader of their company union (the 

“Civic Services Maintenance Association”) Donald Fraser, was fired only a few days 

before for internally organizing or demanding - it is unclear - changes to their work 

regime.55 That previous week collectors had stopped working on Saturday at noon (as that 

was the 4 hours in the 44 hours work-week) even though their routes were not finished. If 

                                                
53 S&L, 42-6. Report. 27 January 1942. 
 
54 Hamilton Spectator, 19 January 1942. 
 
55 As in so many of the cases where a company union was in effect, when filling out the strike form that 
inquired into the “Name and Number of TRADE UNION LOCAL” the answer was “None.” S&L, 42-6. 
Report. 23 January 1942. 
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they were not getting paid for overtime, they were not going to work it.56 As that small 

scale action was ignored, on 19 January the collectors collectively refused to start their 

shift in the morning, demanding either more pay or more workers, and the reinstatement 

of their fired fellow worker.57  

The 60 men on strike immediately met with representatives from the city of 

Hamilton. The workers and the managers swiftly came to an agreement. The city agreed 

to immediately rent two more trucks to add to their fleet and to fully staff them, and 

Donald Fraser was reinstated. However, the drive for overtime pay was a harder gain to 

win. Mayor William Morrison said that he was “not in favour of overtime pay” because 

he was a believer in the “eight hour day.” If there was a need for overtime, he opined, 

then “garbage collections districts will have to be rearranged and changed.” Also, Mayor 

Morrison was worried that if his sanitation employees were granted overtime pay the men 

“would do a little lagging” to pad their cheques. This was not a technocratic issue; it was 

one simply of servicing a growing community that had more garbage than ever. 

Nonetheless, the collectors seemed to have solved their issue on staffing through direct 

action. They may not have won overtime pay, but at least they won the right not to work it 

for free. 

The other collectors’ strike was a few weeks later, still in the heart of the winter.58 

Workers at the civic scavenging department in Ottawa were restless. Like Hamilton, 

Ottawa swelled during the war, and a reinvigorated economy meant more trash. Unlike 

                                                
56 Ottawa Evening Journal, 19 January 1942. 
 
57 Hamilton Spectator, 19 January 1942. Although the firing of Fraser was not mentioned in the press, he 
was fired for taking the job action; it was stated as a major reason for the walkout in the DoL reporting. 
 
58 The snow removal truckers would also go on strike in 1943. See S&L 43-6. 
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the collectors in Hamilton who seem to have gone straight to direct action, the workers in 

Ottawa sent a letter outlining their concerns directly to their employer. Works 

commissioner FC Askwith received a letter from 69 loaders and teamsters pertaining to 

wages. The collectors noted that the following year they had enquired about wage 

increases, but were “told that it was too late for the estimates” on the budgets that year, so 

they would have to do without. In 1942, they asked again; they wanted $24 and $30 a 

week for loaders and teamsters respectively. But this time, they asked before the estimate, 

and the request came with a threat.59 If the collectors did not get what they thought they 

deserved, they would go on strike.60 The Ottawa Morning Citizen, always a bastion of 

reaction when labour was concerned, quickly jumped into action. It noted that the workers 

were already “well paid,” particularly better than what they would make from “private 

concerns for comparable services.”61 Yet the Citizen hurriedly advanced an argument, 

tedious even by 1942, regarding martial work regimes. “Threats of a strike in times of 

peril stand out in contrast with the employment conditions of the men in the armed forces; 

they cannot quit work.”62 As far as the newspaper was concerned, if women and men in 

uniform could not strike, it logically followed that no other worker should have the option 

either. Despite this, public opinion was not necessarily on the side of these strident 

exploiters of wartime patriotism. One letter to the editor noted that “these men perform a 

very necessary public service…it is a most disagreeable job.” He then went on to note 

                                                
59 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 18 February 1942. 
 
60 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 17 February 1942. 
 
61 Workers in the unionized public service will know this argument well. Ottawa Morning Citizen, “On 
Freedom to Quit Work,” 19 February 1942. 
 
62 Ottawa Morning Citizen, “On Freedom to Quit Work,” 19 February 1942. 
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how the men could save the city $3 million a year by efficiently removing all the garbage 

on the Hill.63  

When the employees of the civic scavenging department did not hear back from 

City Hall, they massed at the corner of Bank and Somerset streets at 06:45 for a meeting 

with the inspector for their department, Richard King. When King told the collectors that 

he had no news, S. Standing, another spokesman for the workers said “that’s all boys, no 

work today” and the workers were on strike.64 Although formally unorganized, they 

managed to pull nearly every worker. The board was apparently “very sympathetic” to 

their demands, but sympathy does not buy shoes and the workers stuck to their picket 

line.65 The scavenging crews were adamant about their demands. Regarding the 

democratic nature of the strike, a different spokesman, S. Gosselin, stated that the workers 

“will accept no compromise, not one cent…we want everything we’re asking for.”66 

The strike had an immediate effect. Soon “garbage and ashes were uncollected at 

thousands of homes in Glebe and West End” by the start of the first day.67 Nevertheless, 

cold weather limits the power of garbage strikes, as frozen garbage is not particularly 

dangerous to the body or onerous to the senses. As in Hamilton, after one day on strike, 

the workers returned to work. Although they had not won, the workers achieved half of 

what they were looking for, receiving a $0.05 hourly increase in salary.68 It was not 

                                                
63 Ottawa Morning Citizen, Letter to the Editor from Frank Rowe, 2 March 1942. 
 
64 Ottawa Evening Journal, 19 February 1942. 
 
65 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 19 February 1942. 
 
66 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 19 February 1942. 
 
67 Ottawa Evening Journal, 19 February 1942. 
 
68 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 11 March 1942. 
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exactly seizing the Winter Palace, but it was a good return on a job action that lasted half 

a day. 

 

Democratic Action and the Aerodrome of Democracy 

 

The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan, known simply as “The Plan” by 

those involved in its execution, was the largest aviation training program in history, and 

was the largest industrial project ever undertaken by the Canadian government.69 As 

England could not train aircraft personnel due to German aircraft buzzing about, Canada 

was chosen as a site where aircraft personnel from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 

England, and other allied or occupied countries were trained for combat duties. Of the 

131,533 pilots, air observers, navigators, wireless operators, air gunners, bomb aimers, 

and flight engineers who were trained in Canada, there were a further 448 Poles, 677 

Norwegians, 800 Belgian/Dutch, 900 Czechs, 2600 Free French.70 The Plan trained over 

                                                                                                                                             
 
69 At least up to that time. As with all military history, there is an extensive, if rarely critical, historiography 
available on the BCATP. The lengthy and detailed standard text is F.J Hatch, The Aerodrome of 
Democracy: Canada and the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan, 1939-1945 (Ottawa: Directorate of 
History Department of National Defence, 1983). For a more popular take see Ted Barris, Behind The Glory: 
The Plan that Won the Allied Air War (Markham, Ontario: Thomas Allen & Son Publishers, 2005); for 
financing and political negotiations see Robert Bryce, Canada and the Cost of World War II: The 
International Operations of Canada's Department of Finance 1939–1947 (Montreal: McGill-Queen's 
University Press, 2005), Chapter 3. Those interested in the BCATP in the west are very well served by 
historians. See Peter Conrad, Training for Victory: The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan in the 
West (Saskatoon: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1989); B. Greenhous and N. Hillmer, "The Impact of the 
British Commonwealth Air Training Plan on Western Canada: Some Saskatchewan Case Studies." Journal 
of Canadian Studies/Revue d'études canadiennes, 16 (Fall-Winter) 1981, 133-144. Another fine study on 
the politics of western development can be found in Rachel Heide, “The Politics of British Commonwealth 
Air Training Plan Base Selection in Western Canada,” Unpublished MA Thesis, Carleton University, 2000. 
Heide’s study shows that site selection was relatively free of graft and extremely technocratic in its 
selection, which is simultaneously surprising and laudable, particularly when the governing party was so 
ridden with grifters and corruption.     
 
70 Rachel Heide, “The Politics of British Commonwealth Air Training Plan Base Selection in Western 
Canada,” 2. 
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half of all Allied pilots that fought in World War II. This enterprise required new airfields, 

hangars, and barracks, which necessitated the immediate employment of over a hundred 

thousand Canadian workers to construct them. It also created a desperate need for training 

aircraft, which Canadian industrialists were happy to finance, and Canadian, and later 

American, workers were happy to produce. Although England was supposed to shoulder 

much of the cost under the “Riverdale Agreement” that outlined the scheme in the early 

days of the war, Canada eventually shouldered $1.6-billion of the $2.2-billion-dollar 

cost.71 In many ways, this was a good deal for King’s government. It immediately put 

over a hundred thousand people to work, shovelled men and women into training 

programmes, and inflated enlistment numbers but with an insignificant potential of 

casualties. King wanted to keep Canadian troops out of combat for as long as possible to 

assure that 1919 never happened again, and this was a project that put a lot of workers to 

work and shovels in the ground. Shouldering the immense costs gave him significant 

leverage in regards to both the second front specifically and troop allocations generally. 

The BCATP was a huge undertaking, and all of those workers meant that many went on 

strike.  

The majority of the workers involved in the BCATP were construction workers, 

with truckers being particularly abundant. The production of hundreds of airstrips 

required huge amounts of material and the workers to turn that material into the 

infrastructure that would fight fascism from the air.72 As the construction of aerodromes 

                                                
71 At the time of writing the complete list of all of the airfields and their different uses can be found at the 
surprisingly detailed Wikipedia page: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_British_Commonwealth_Air_Training_Plan_facilities_in_Canada  
 
72 It must be said, however, that many of the workers on national defence projects were often unionized, and 
they struck as well. Like many things during the War, this phenomenon was particularly apparent in Nova 
Scotia. For the main truckers’ strikes in Nova Scotia see S&L 40-105A/B, S&L 40-122A/B/C, and S&L 41-
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happened all over Canada, so too did the job actions on the sites. More than just the 

construction of landing strips, barracks, control towers, access roads, and living space all 

had to be built in their thousands. As the jobs were on time sensitive, the subcontractors 

were susceptible to immediate pressure, no matter their cries about patriotic duty or even 

the immediate presence of soldiers. Many of these jobs, on work that was a necessity for 

war, saw workers strike effectively for improved conditions and pay. 

There were scattered strikes as the BCATP began, but one of the first major ones 

was in Fingal, Ontario in September of 1940.73 The base at Fingal was cleverly named the 

Number 4 Bomber and Gunnery School, one of at least 11 sites where bomb aimers and 

air gunners were trained. The importance of the BCATP was immense, so construction 

ran 24 hours a day. In Fingal, this meant that dump trucks hauled gravel from the “big pit” 

to the airfield site for actually constructing the landing strips. Truck drivers worked either 

day or night shifts, and both were 12 hours long.74 The government hired the Ryan 

Construction Company of Windsor, Ontario, to provide half of the trucks, and the other 

half were local independent contractors hired directly. 

On 31 July 1940 at 14:30, a “sudden stoppage took place.”75 There were no unions 

present at Ryan or the independent contractors, although the employer argued that the 

main agitators were two men who were “active in the recent strike at the Chrysler plant at 

                                                                                                                                             
197. All of these were in or around Sydney, and 40-197 precipitated a sympathy strike from non-union 
truckers and a physical attack on truck drivers trying to break the picket line at the main strike. During 
World War II, Cape Breton specifically was essentially in a state of industrial civil war, and these truckers’ 
strikes are yet another example of that. Sydney Post-Record, 13 January 1941. 
 
73 S&L 40-107, Special Report, 14 September 1940. 
 
74 St. Thomas Times Journal, 31 July 1940. 
 
75 S&L 40-107, Report: Part I. 8 August 1940. 
 



 - 134 - 

Windsor.”76 The drivers were making $0.45 an hour to haul gravel, and the employer paid 

for maintenance and petrol. The drivers struck because they wanted more money. Thirty 

men parked their trucks at the gravel pit, effectively shutting down production. The 

strikers were a mixture of the contractors and the independent operators. United, they 

demanded an extra ten cents an hour for their trouble. In less than two hours, the DoD and 

the contractors relented and offered them five. The workers accepted, and the strike, in 

some ways, was won. The project employed 475 local workers, most of whom would 

have been structurally unemployed before the project began. In regards to the strike, the 

local unions said that “such work must not be held up over strikes over any wage 

disputes.”77 Nevertheless, the non-unionized truck drivers won their strike and gained an 

extra $0.60 a day, meaning that their strike paid for itself in only two shifts. Despite the 

fall strike, the base was opened on 25 November 1940. It closed 17 February 1945 after 

training thousands of airmen. 

In Summerside, PEI, the government was building another airstrip. A normative 

A-Style airport, it had three runways, a large barracks, and housing and other necessary 

buildings on top of that. As with most construction of the BCATP, workers were working 

24 hours a day to build the airfields and the necessary outbuildings. In Summerside, the 

truckers were contractors hired by Curron and Briggs, a paving company, who had won 

the contract from the government.78 They sourced their gravel from two pits, one at a 

paving plant in nearby Bloomfield, and one at Hope River. On 14 August, 1940 in 

                                                
76 S&L 40-107, RC Symonds to Dickson, DMoL. 12 August 1940. 
 
77 St. Thomas Journal, 31 July 1940. 
 
78 S&L 40-117, Re: Strikes of Truck Drivers, 15 September 1940. 
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Bloomfield, PEI, over 40 truckers, all but five of those employed, struck the job. The 

truckers massed for work in the morning, but when they got to the jobsite, they 

collectively demanded an extra ten cents per tonne hauled, to push their wages to an even 

dollar a load. The 30 truckers on strike blocked the entrance to the paving plant. When 

other truckers heard of the strike at the other source-spot for gravel in Hope River, they 

too parked their haulers.79 This sympathy strike in Hope River was total, but in nearby 

Bloomfield, five truckers decided to try and cross the picket line. Despite the fact that the 

truckers had “no active organization,” they were able to maintain the line against the 

breakers.80 In the ensuing struggle, striker Eldon Matthews of Alberton was hit by a truck 

and seriously injured, required hospitalization due a broken leg and internal bleeding.81 

Matthews “stepped out to halt a truck driver who continued to work” and was struck by 

the truck.82 Despite the strikers’ barricade, the contractor would not move on their wage 

demands. Some drivers left, but the majority returned to work at their old wage the day 

following, defeated. The truck drivers who had struck in sympathy were organized into an 

independent union of United Truckmen Local #1. They too received no increases for their 

action, and what happened to their little independent local seems to have been lost to 

time.83  

The airstrip at Summerside was finished in the winter of 1940, and officially 

named RCAF Station Summerside. It had an air training school until it was moved to 

                                                
79 Charlottetown Patriot, 16 August 1940. 
 
80 Charlottetown Patriot, 16 August 1940. 
  
81 Moncton Transcript, 15 August 1940. 
 
82 Charlottetown Patriot, 16 August 1940. 
 
83 S&L 40-136. Special Report, 4 September 1940. 
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RCAF Centralia, Ontario in 1942. For the remainder of the war Summerside focused 

mainly on training personal in reconnaissance and ocean flying.84 The base remained in 

operation through the Cold War as an anti-submarine headquarters, and later saw 

extensive use by Fisheries and Oceans Canada as well as a centre for search and rescue. 

The base was closed and privatized in 1990. Quickly sold off to developers, the base rose, 

phoenix-like, to realize its telos as The Slemon Park Corporation: “a business and 

residential community with a focus on Aerospace, Training and Real Estate 

Development.”85 The airport is still in use, although it is now a “private airport…a 

dedicated asset for the business community.”86 

The failure of this early strike was similar to that of truck drivers in the No. 11 

Elementary Flying Training School at Cap-de-la-Madeleine, Quebec. Truck drivers were 

working hard on completing the project near Trois-Rivières; lacking a union, they 

originally accepted the standing pay of $0.32 per cubic yard hauled. At the start of the 

morning shift on 16 September 1940, the 50 truck drivers assembled and told their 

subcontractor that they wanted an even $0.40 per yard. The men quickly struck, but the 

police arrived shortly after. When the truckers set up a picket line, the police noted that 

because this was a defence project, they would actively protect anyone attempting to 

                                                
84 Hatch, Aerodrome of Democracy, 167. 
 
85 Slemon Park Corporation Website. www.slemonpark.com Accessed 24 December 2016. 
 
86 Slemon Park Corporation Website. www.slemonpark.com/about/ Accessed 24 December 2016. 
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break the picket line.87 When the strikers tried to block the entrance of trucks driven by 

their replacements, Provincial police dispersed the strikers and the strike was broken.88  

In Manitoba, truck drivers helping to build what would become Billy Barker 

airport in Dauphin, Manitoba, were hauling gravel for a subcontractor.89 They were 

building another A-type runway for the BCATP. After a few weeks on the job, the drivers 

realized that they had been hauling larger loads than their subcontractors had told them, 

and struck for a raise on 15 October 1940. After half a day and with no changes and none 

on the horizon, the drivers went back to work. Three days later, 22 truckers struck again, 

with a snap strike on hauling blacktop instead of gravel. The workers claimed that they 

had been hauling 4 yards per trip, but that they were only paid for 3. The employer denied 

this charge, and the workers demanded forty cents back pay per overweight loads and an 

increase in their wages.90 Trucks were idle for half a day when a labour inspector from the 

provincial government showed up at their camp.91 The men wanted an increase in wages 

from $1.75 a load all the way up to $2.25. The bureaucrat from the province agreed with 

the men, if only to get them back to constructing the airfield. Their wages were increased 

to $2.25 and they went back to work.92  

Although some of the strikes in the BCATP ended with no change during 1940, in 

1941 they were increasingly effective. Moncton, New Brunswick had never had a 

                                                
87 S&L 40-140. Report. 8 October 1940. 
 
88 S&L 40-140. Special Report. 26 September 1940. The airport was shuttered at the end of the 
war. 
 
89 This was the aerodrome where my grandmother was sent as an RCAF radio operator. 
 
90 S&L 40-165. Report. 30 October 1940. 
 
91 S&L 40-164. S&L 40-165. Report. October 1940. 
 
92 The airport remains in use as of 2017. 
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significant military presence until the government decided to build a large complex in the 

west end of the city. Begun in 1940, but intensifying during 1941, the project employed 

hundreds of workers, from skilled carpenters and electricians to semi-skilled truckers and 

labourers. In the fall of 1941 there were some minor labour disruptions on the sites led by 

the semi-skilled labourers (and explicitly not including the better paid trades people), but 

nothing major came from them, either regarding expansion of the strikes or concessions 

from the three main subcontractors.93 The whole subcontracting unit was non-union and 

further splintered by skill and trade. The labourers, with the most to gain, took action.  

On 16 September 1941 at noon the labourers went out on strike again. Over a 

hundred and fifty labourers refused to return after their lunch break. Labourers were 

making $0.35 an hour at 60 hours a week; they demanded ten cents more. Although the 

strike was not 100% of the workers, the lack of labourers meant that the entire project was 

shut down. Some carpenters who attempted to keep working were “interfered with” 

enough to warrant the notice of police, but could not continue despite their best 

attempts.94 The next day the workers showed up at the plant gates, but did not enter. The 

chief of police, LS Hutchinson, was there with a small army of officers. He told the 

workers that “if you want more money, that’s your business; but if you attempt to 

interfere with workmen who are on the job, that’s our business.” Pounding the point 

home, he bluntly told the strikers that anyone enforcing a hard picket was “subject to two 

years in the penitentiary.”95  

                                                
93 Moncton Transcript, 16 September 1941. 
 
94 Fredericton Gleaner, 17 September 1941. 
 
95 St. John Telegraph Journal, 18 September 1941. 
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The strikers responded with cries of “No! Let’s strike!” In a curious change of 

pace, the Chief-cum-government-negotiator told the strikers that he was authorized to 

increase their wages by five cents if they agreed to go back to work. When the Chief 

asked to talk to a spokesman to try and hammer out a deal, nobody came forward. After a 

quick talk in the rain, the strikers went back to work, gaining half of what they asked. In 

an ironic turn, the main benefactors of the strike were the skilled trades people. Carpenters 

and painters got fifteen cent raises, bumping them up to seventy cents an hour, even 

though “they had no part in the strike.”96 The DoL supported the increase in wages despite 

the fact that it contradicted government strictures regarding wage increases. Behind the 

scenes, the bureaucrats were worried that this increase would embolden other workers on 

government projects throughout the Maritimes. Nevertheless, they quickly approved wage 

increases, and the work was quickly finished.97  

There were other scattered strikes on the BCATP, and by 1941 they were generally 

winning. Indeed, by 1941 the unionless strikes were winning concessions in almost every 

instance, and even garnering positive press coverage, surely a welcome turn from the 

histrionics generally directed at workers’ action during this war. One cannot lay the fault 

of a strike on greedy/evil/incompetent/outsider/Machiavellian union leaders where there is 

no union, after all. Apart from the BCATP project, unionless strikes in the wider economy 

were common. Women and men in the canneries in Steveston, BC staged a successful sit-

down strike, which later led to union organizers coming to town to ‘organize’ them.98 

                                                
96 St. John Telegraph Journal, 18 September 1941. 
 
97 Following the war, the airstrips in Moncton were swallowed by the rest of what would become CFM 
Moncton, which was itself then shuttered on April Fool’s Day, 1996 and then sold. 
 
98 S&L 41-254. 
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Sixty “girls” who worked at a tannery in Kitchener, Ontario struck their employer to force 

him to pay them the COLA that they were entitled to.99 In Nordegg, Alberta, non-union 

timber cutters employed to cut trusses for the coal operators struck for higher wages. The 

union miners quickly joined their struggle and both quickly won major concessions.100 

More waitresses in New Brunswick went on strike and won, as did ‘sales girls’ at 

Woolworths in Vancouver.101 Coal workers of Chinese descent in British Columbia, so 

long shunned by many unions, struck in Union Bay demanding equal pay.102 The 

government commission sent to investigate the needs of the Chinese loaders argued (in a 

confidential report) that an “increase of wages to the Chinese would be dangerous and that 

the equalization of Chinese and white labour scales is undesirable.”103 The commission 

then lied to the Chinese to get them to agree to wait, whereas the company and the 

government merely wanted to stall as the UMWA was negotiating at the same time. 

Chinese trimmers made $0.405 an hour plus COLA, whereas white trimmers made over 

$0.60. They were only asking for an increase to $0.505. After their first strike brought 

meagre dividends, they tried again later, winning significant increases.104  Even young 

                                                                                                                                             
 
99 S&L 41-256. 
 
100 S&L 42-7. 
 
101 For the waitresses see S&L 43-286, and for Woolworth’s see S&L 43-286. For the almost ubiquitously 
female workers at Woolworths, they merely wanted their spendthrift employer to turn the heat on. After 
their one-day strike, their employer did so. Vancouver Province, 25 October, 1943. However, the Retail 
Clerks Union had been trying to organize Woodword’s in Vancouver, and may have had some presence at 
Woolworths.  
 
102 S&L 42-279. For more on the plight of Chinese miners see Gillian Creese, “Exclusion or Solidarity? 
Vancouver Workers Confront the "Oriental Problem,"” BC Studies 80 (1988-89): 24-51. 
 
103 LAC MG 28 I-103, Vol. 32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. 
 
104 A manager of Dunsmuir Mines told the DoL in confidence that the Chinese workers deserved more pay, 
but was worried that if they bent to the coal loaders, “they would be embarrassed in dealing with the 
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professionals were involved. Physician residents in both Windsor and Montreal struck 

against poor working conditions, low pay, and grubby, decrepit housing.105 The list goes 

on and on and on, with dozens of other examples manifest. Then, in 1944 striking without 

a union became ever less common, and although there were a few scattered strikes, the 

institutionalization of relatively easy unionization quelled this shop floor activity.  

 

Conclusion 

 

During World War II there were strikes without unions. These were not strikes by 

union members hoping for recognition or bettering their conditions without the full closed 

shop or minority unionism, it was simply organized but formally unorganized workers 

deciding, collectively, to strike for an immediate gain when they saw weakness or 

opportunity. This chapter has left out a great number of examples; there simply was no 

space for all of the strikes that were launched without any sort of union presence. An 

entire book could (and probably should) be written on what workers achieved without 

union recognition, involvement, or even the aspiration to join or form a formal union. By 

1943 the organized union movement in Canada finally built the necessary logistical 

apparatus to really take on organizing in a serious way. Due to this, after 1943 it is 

difficult to examine striking sans unions without going into the union records themselves 

to see if there perhaps was some involvement of organizers, activists, or general union 

involvement. As union records from this period are often spotty even where they exist, 

                                                                                                                                             
remainder of the workers” and would be forced to grant massive increases to their other 1000 or so 
employees. S&L 42-279. No Title - Report. 21 August 1942. 
 
105 For the essentially concomitant strikes by residents in two different hospitals see Montreal Gazette, 1 
April 1941; and Windsor Star, 4 April 1941. Both strikes were effective at achieving minor gains. 
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and the records from new locals are generally hard to find (and new locals often quickly 

folded) the waters turn murky incredibly quickly.  

This phenomenon of striking without unions shows quite clearly that diverse 

workers were willing and able to engage in direct action without any representation or 

guidance from above, with no legally formal structure, for immediate gain. The employer 

was forced to directly and democratically bargain, often on the picket line. The use of 

Labour Boards, a stalling tactic at best, and a generally unenforceable Employers’ 

Tribunal, was severely restricted in these cases. If the strikers did not elect a bargaining 

committee, board members sometimes simply did not know who they should even be 

speaking with on the workers’ side. As these strikes were generally successful after 1941 

with the rise of low unemployment, and as gains were won directly and unambiguously 

by strikes, employers were much less willing to attempt clawbacks - lest they poke the 

beast and incur its wrath. The arrival of PC 1003 quickly dampened the tactic, as after the 

Act was enforced, if one could organize a strike, one could organize a local. It seems that 

many workers preferred the latter to the former, as immediate gains made sense, 

particularly for temporary work. The tactic of short democratically organized strikes was 

effective, and was used by workers in the Dominion of Canada to great effect, 

circumnavigating wage controls and a biased, cumbersome, and relatively inchoate, 

industrial relations system. It was effective, and has been forgotten.  
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 This chapter examines anti-‘alien’ strikes in Ontario, Quebec, and particularly 

Nova Scotia. Despite a governmental position of patriotic egalitarianism and the long, and 

deeply uneven, struggle by unions and working-class people against racism and 

xenophobia, some union members launched strikes against the employment of their fellow 

workers due to real or imagined ethnicity.1 For workers born in geographies or ‘descended 

from’ peoples with whom Britain was now officially at war, some fellow workers were 

painted as ‘enemy aliens’ despite their legal status by their co-workers. In the cases under 

consideration, these fellow workers, who were often union members were forced from 

their jobs in the mines by illegal strikes that lacked union sanction.2  

These job actions, which included the loss of hundreds of thousands of man-hours, 

received little attention in the Canadian media, and disproportionately little from the 

security services, unlike other strikes. contrary to other wartime strikes, these strikes were 

launched under a xenophobic banner. They engaged the language of empire, loyalty to 

                                                
1 The Canadian government produced propaganda that specifically “told English Canadians of the loyalty of 
the ethnic community, even of enemy aliens” and that English Canadians would have to "widen the range of 
our nation-building to include ... a fuller knowledge of your fellow Canadians and particularly those who are 
not part of your race or creed." William Young, “Mobilizing English Canada for War: The Bureau of Public 
Information, the Wartime Information Board, and a View of the Nation during the Second World War.” In 
Sidney Aster (ed.), The Second World War as a National Experience (Ottawa: Canadian Committee on 
Labour History, 1981), 191. 
 
2 Prior to mass extermination, removal, ‘repatriation,’ and national(ist) solidification of humans following 
World War II, “area of birth” was far from akin to “ethnicity,” let alone “race” or “nationality.” However, as 
this language was used at the time, it is of importance as a signifier, however inaccurate. In many cases, 
“Italians” and “Germans” were neither, but for the sake of clarity these are neither italicized nor put in 
quotations. As Donald Avery pointed out in his ground-breaking Dangerous Foreigners: “Any study of this 
type inevitably involves some problems of definition. Three terms that will be used frequently here are 
“ethnic,” “alien,” and “foreigner.” These terms have unpleasant connotations, but the historian cannot avoid 
them: they were used in many ways and for many purposes in the period being studied. They are part of our 
history and must be accepted as such.” The author shares Avery’s reservations, and shares his conclusions; 
and the use of “ethnic,” “foreigner,” and “alien,” are used not in a trajectory of acceptance, but of 
commentary and critique. Donald Avery, “Dangerous Foreigners:” European Immigrant Workers and 
Labour Radicalism in Canada, 1896-1932 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1980), 13-14. 
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Britain, and limited and contingent anti-fascism. In juxtaposition to other workers who 

attempted to make various gains through industrial action in pluralistic proletarian 

formations, these strikes were internally divisive, launched against fellow workers.3 This 

added a patriotic gloss to a situation that was, broadly speaking, a weakening force within 

the union movement. Although there has been a tremendous amount of scholarship 

written on wartime Canada, and specifically the Canadian homefront, these ‘patriotic’ 

strikes have been ignored, even though they make up a significant portion of industrial 

activity in the early war period.4  

The Canadian labour movement certainly had a complex, difficult, and often ugly 

relationship with issues of ‘race.’ While the labour movement continued to struggle with 

race within its unions, the Canadian movement had largely overcome overt, formal, and 

structural racism and xenophobia by World War II. In many instances, the labour 

movement was a driver in social anti-racism and demands for equality and justice.5 These 

ethnicity-oriented strikes represent some of the last vestiges of such activity in the unions, 

but the onset of war in 1939 presented an opportunity for agitators to revive their demands 

                                                
3 Kirby Abbott, "The Coal Miners and the Law in Nova Scotia: From the 1864 Combination of Workmen 
Act to the 1947 Trade Union Act." In Michael Earle (ed), Workers and the State in Twentieth Century Nova 
Scotia, (Fredericton: Acadiensis Press, 1989), 24-46. 
 
4 For an incomplete overview of strikes during the Phoney War see the summaries in the Labour Gazette 
from 1939 and 1940. 
 
5 The official pamphlet distributed by the “National CIO Committee” was unambiguous in this matter, and 
these pamphlets were sent to Canadian locals. Their propaganda, side titled “Share Your Freedom” had a 
black soldier, a white worker, and a female labourer marching side-by-side “for American and allied war 
relief” with a multinational force in tow, including the Soviet Union. If anyone missed the point, they 
marched in front of a statue of Abraham Lincoln. If the reader was still at a loss, there is an Abraham 
Lincoln quote on the stele which read “the strongest bond of human sympathy outside the family relation 
should be one uniting of working people of all nations and tongues and kindreds.” This seems to be a slight 
modification from Lincoln’s original quote. LAC, UMWA Archives: MG 28, I 103-Vol 32. General 
Correspondence, 1940-1942, Part I. 
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for xenophobic exclusions under the guise of wartime security. That being said, the 

primary drive for these strikes mainly engaged these tropes out of Depression era 

desperation in an effort to secure employment for their kin. It was the weaponization of 

working-class culture against their comrades in the working class. However, it also 

closely mirrored the actions of the state, which also used ethnicity and otherness to 

eliminate or marginalise longstanding enemies on the left. 

Canada did not officially enter the war until 10 September 1939. World War II 

saw the most intensive strike activity recorded before or since in Canada. A 

disproportionate number of strikes and work-days lost in the period immediately 

following Britain’s declaration of war were fought without union support or sanction. 

They were not technically fought for ‘traditional’ (or what bureaucrats from both the 

labour movement and industrial relations system deemed traditional) reasons such as 

wages, benefits, or union recognition, but against the employment of workers who were 

born or descended from countries that the British Empire, and later Canada, was at war 

with. The declaration of war against Italy in 1940 set off another wave of reinvigorated 

anti-alien strikes, this time directed at Italians.  

This chapter builds on Michael Earle’s study of industrial unrest in the Nova 

Scotia coalfields, which argues that labour historians have understudied coal slowdowns 

and other examples of worker rebellion. Most historians of World War II have focused on 

the industrial relations system and large unions. The activity of workers themselves has 

recieved far less examination. Although Canadian society in World War II underwent the 

most intense period of industrial unrest since the Workers’ Revolt following World War I, 
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much of the examination of the home front looks at institutions, rather than people, at 

ideas, rather than actions, at culture rather than activity.6  

 Historians of capitalism and the proletariat have long had an interest in wildcat 

strikes. Free from the bureaucratism of the union, the unsanctioned strike emerges as 

‘true’ or ‘unfettered’ representation of workers’ self-activity, as some sort of distilled 

class struggle. And, being fair minded, most wildcat strikes are situated well within this 

taxonomy, and something along these lines is argued elsewhere in this project. This study, 

however, looks at the darker side of unsanctioned, illegal strikes, and of the dark side of 

working class culture. Far from being a simple hagiography of wartime unions or 

workers’ militancy, the picture was more complicated, and in this case really quite 

grotesque. Nativism, patriotism, opportunism, and anti-fascist rhetoric veiled a movement 

that by its very nature fractured solidarity. Moreover, most illegal strikes were treated 

with some form of discipline, whether from the state, media, courts, or the RCMP. In the 

case of the strikes against aliens, the patriotic rhetoric of the strikers and their alarmist 

claims of enemy infiltration or sabotage disarmed the strong arm of the state, which 

favoured conciliation rather than confrontation.  

The vast majority of these strikes occurred in Nova Scotia’s coalfields, an area 

where workers had seen their wages actually decline since the 1920s, and where “perhaps 

an unmatched record of poisoned labour relations” ruled the day.7 And although the 

                                                
6 For more on the Workers’ Revolt see Craig Heron, (ed.), The Workers' Revolt in Canada, 1917-1925 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998). 
 
7 Michael D. Stevenson, “Conscripting Coal,” 64. For more on the history of radicalism within the 
coalfields of Cape Breton see John Manley, "Preaching the Red Stuff: J.B. McLachlan, Communism, and 
the Cape Breton Miners, 1922-1935," Labour/Le Travail, 30 (Fall 1992), 65-114. 
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relatively conservative United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) eventually forced its 

locals to cease these unsanctioned work stoppages, such action was not immediate, and 

done with some reticence.8 The union, in these examples, did not live up to its 

constitutionally mandated goals of inclusivity and anti-racism. Moreover, the strikes 

themselves went against both state propaganda regarding inclusiveness and the 

commendable, if uneven, work that unions had done in regards to anti-racism. The 

motives of the strikers, as well as the state’s reluctance to confront workers who struck in 

favour of ethno-racial exclusion, reveals the relative strength that allowed for the 

instrumentalization of British race patriotism in Canada on a vector of working class 

culture. 

Although Canadian elites were slowly constructing a distinct Canadian 

nationalism during the interwar period, the prevailing notion of Canada was still 

predominantly Anglo-Celtic.9 Indeed, “the worship of the monarchy and the British 

Empire enjoyed almost cult status in Canadian society.”10 Far from ideas of ‘defending 

Canada’ or ‘protecting democracy,’ a great deal of wartime propaganda, in both French 

and English, was oriented towards British nationalism and imperial pride. Canada’s place 

within the Empire was almost exclusively situated as a junior partner under British 

tutelage, and proudly within the imperial fold. In school, children were reminded, “they 

                                                
8 The anti-alien strikes did not show up in any union correspondence located in the UMWA Fonds at 
Library and Archives Canada, although they may exist elsewhere. See MG 28, I 103, Vol. 33. UMWA 
District 26 correspondence, 1940-1942 (parts I & II). 
 
9 For elite attempts at the construction of a specifically Canadian nationalism in the interwar period see 
Jeffrey Brison, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Canada: American Philanthropy and the Arts and Letters in 
Canada (Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2005). 
 
10 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal, 1997), 53. 
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were “Britishers first, last, and all the time.”11 The poster that exclaimed ‘Let’s Go 

Canada!’ showed a soldier prominently fighting in front of a Union Jack.12 A particularly 

striking piece of propaganda found in the Winnipeg Evening Tribune on 20 November 

1943 reminded those residing in the Dominion that “Smith? Kelly? Cohen? Svoboda?” all 

died on the battlefield as Canadians. However, even though they “fought Canadian…died 

Canadian” the caption was closed with the notion that one must “BE CANADIAN – Act 

British.”13  

                                                
11 Charles Johnston, “The Children’s War: The Mobilization of Ontario’s Youth during the Second World 
War,” in Roger Hall, William Westfall, and Laurel Sefton MacDowell, Patterns of the Past: Interpreting 
Ontario’s History (Toronto: Dundurn, 1988), 361. 
 
12 A relatively comprehensive archive of posters is available online through McGill University Library’s 
Canadian War Posters Collection, Henri Eveleigh, “Let's Go Canada!” WP2.R24.F4. Rare Books and 
Special Collections, McGill University Library, Montreal. 
 
13 The poster also urged Canadians that “when you find anyone – yourself included – thinking, speaking, 
acting, with racial or religious prejudice – STOP IT! If Smith, Kelly, Cohen or Svoboda is good enough to 
die for us, he’s good enough to live with us…As an equal.” Winnipeg Tribune, 20 November 1943. 
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Early during the war BC Premier T.D. Pattullo denounced a strike from on high 

urging “to all the people of our province,” that “the Empire is in a life and death 
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struggle…it is the duty of all citizens to keep the wheels of industry in motion.”14 For the 

Canadian state and many subjects of the British Empire residing in the Dominion of 

Canada, Canadian unity existed within a direct understanding that centralized and 

emphasized British-ness. But Canada was self-evidently not a mono-ethnic state, indeed, 

it was not even “Canada.” Apart from the obvious divisions of English, French, and First 

Peoples, there were gradations of ‘whiteness’ and ‘race’ within the Canadian polity.  

In the mines, fields, factories, and workshops of Canada the interplays of race, 

ethnicity, wartime patriotism, and localized unemployment all played a role in dividing 

workers from each other. Issues of whiteness were of concern as well, as most people in 

Canada, including those from Europe, who were not Anglo-Celtic were not considered 

white and often faced discrimination (although, this was less extant in union culture than 

wider society).15 The question was, however, were these strikes ethnic, racist, patriotic in 

                                                
14 Vancouver Sun, 18 October, 1939. 
 
15 For more on ‘whiteness’ in general see Theodore Allen, The Invention of the White Race Vol. I: Racial 
Oppression and Social Control (New York: Verso, 2012); David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race 
and the Making of the American Working Class (New York: Verso, 1999); David Theo Goldberg, The 
Racial State (Hong Kong: Blackwell, 2002); Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: 
Routledge, 1995); Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What that Says About Race in 
America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998); Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a 
Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1998). For an international comparative study on the interplay of democracy and racism see David 
Scott FitzGerald and David Cook-Martín, Culling the Masses: The Democratic Origins of Racist 
Immigration Policy in the Americas (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2014), particularly 
chapters 1, 3, and 4. For specifically Canadian interpretations of race, racism, and “citizenship” (there were 
no citizens of Canada until 1947) during the war see, see Ivana Caccia, Managing the Canadian Mosaic in 
Wartime: Shaping Citizenship Policy, 1939-1945 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2010); Pamela Sugiman, "Privilege and Oppression: The Configuration of Race, Gender, and Class in 
Southern Ontario Auto Plants, 1939 to 1949," Labour/Le Travail, 47 (Spring 2001), 83-113; Richard Day, 
Multiculturalism and the History of Canadian Diversity (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000); and 
to a lesser extent Carmela Patrias, Jobs and Justice: Fighting Wartime Discrimination in Wartime Canada, 
1939-1945 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
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origin, or something altogether different?16 There are, of course, multiple precedents for 

strikes against the inclusion of racialized or ‘ethnic’ workers in North American history. 

Early unions, often organized around craft protection, almost always had exclusionary 

practices.17 Organized labour in Canada generally stood “against the importation of cheap 

labour,” although largely on fear of wage degradation, and not purely on biologically 

‘racial’ grounds.18 During the Depression capital attempted to break strikes in Drumheller 

using imported Welsh strike-breakers, with the state breaking its own immigration laws to 

aid the mine owners.19 The outcry was not so different as when the same forces broke 

immigration laws to use Chinese labour to break coal strikes one province to the west. 

The first industrial union in North America, the Knights of Labor, was more inclusive, yet 

                                                
16 Marx argued, as early as 1870, that this phenomenon was widespread: “Every industrial and commercial 
centre in England now possesses a working class divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and 
Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker as a competitor who lowers his 
standard of life…he becomes a tool of the English aristocrats and capitalists…This antagonism is artificially 
kept alive and intensified by the press, the pulpit, the comic papers, in short by all the means at the disposal 
of the ruling classes…” Karl Marx, “Marx to Sigfrid Meyer and August Vogt In New York,” Selected 
Correspondence (New York: Progress Publishers, 1975), 223. 
 
17 The standard treatment on racism within the labour movement is Robert Zieger, For Jobs and Freedom: 
Race and Labor in America since 1865 (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky 2007). 
 
18 Avery, Dangerous Foreigners, 41. 
 
19 Caragata, Alberta Labour, 93. 
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still excluded Asians from membership.20 Although the Knights were willing to organize 

racialized and female workers, they generally did so in segregated locals.21  

Canadian unions were only irregularly willing to organize with their ‘ethnic’ 

fellow workers. With some evidence, craft unions had long seen immigration as a scheme 

to lower wages for the skilled. As David Goutor argues, “with few exceptions … labour 

leaders insisted that a restrictive and racially discriminatory immigration policy was 

essential for protecting both the standards of living for Canadian workers and the social, 

moral, and medical vitality of Canadian communities.”22  

There was some precedent within Canada for workers striking against the 

employment of, or against working alongside, enemy aliens. During World War I, the 

executive of the Trades and Labour Congress (TLC) embraced so-called “patriotic 

                                                
20 Joseph Gerteis, Class and the Color Line: Interracial Class Coalition in the Knights of Labor and the 
Populist Movement (Durham and London: Duke University Press 2007); Melton McLaurin, The Knights of 
Labor in the South (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1978). For the Knights in the Canadian context see 
Gregory Kealey & Bryan Palmer, Dreaming of What Might Be: The Knights of Labor in Ontario, 1880-
1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).  
 
21 However, “at the 1886 Knights convention…held in Richmond, the capital of the old Confederacy, 
national leaders successfully insisted that the city's theaters and hotels accept African American delegates, 
causing a stir throughout the South.” Michael Goldfield, “Race and the CIO: The Possibilities for Racial 
Egalitarianism During the 1930s and 1940s.” International Labor and Working-Class History, 44 (Fall 
1993), 4. This contrasts with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) who were hitherto the most 
actively anti-racist political formation in North America’s history. The revolutionary anarcho-syndicalism 
advocated by the IWW was combined with a radical egalitarianism that was impressive contemporarily, let 
alone in 1905. For more on the IWW in Canada see Mark Leier, Where the Fraser River Flows: The 
Industrial Workers of the World in British Columbia (Vancouver: New Star Books, 1990); and Peter 
Campbell, “The Cult of Spontaneity: Finnish-Canadian Bushworkers and the Industrial Workers of the 
World in Northern Ontario, 1919-1934,” Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1998), 117-46. 
 
22 David Goutor, Guarding the Gates: The Canadian Labour Movement and Immigration, 1872-1934 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 4. 
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dismissals” based on ethnic grounds.23 During that same war, the UMWA in Alberta and 

British Columbia threatened their employers with strikes if all “enemy alien miners” were 

not dismissed.24 In Nova Scotia, the Dominion Steel Company - which ran nearly all the 

mines in the province - resisted demands to dismiss enemy aliens during the Great War. 

They feared that Nova Scotia workers would not work as cheaply as foreigners. Only 

when they were allowed to import even cheaper labour from Newfoundland were they 

willing to “join in the patriotic crusade” against the employment of foreigners. Just as in 

World War II, the lead up to the Great War was marked by depression, and the high 

unemployment rates were as surely a factor as war fever. The new industrial unions that 

formed in the crucible of the Great Depression (and the society in which they organized) 

continued to grapple with issues of 'race,’ xenophobia, and ethnicity.25 

The Congress of Industrial Organizations, although more inclusive than their craft 

based brethren, and certainly more progressive than mainstream non-proletarian 

organizations. However, even CIO unions were no paragons of racial evolvement or 

inclusivity. Indeed, the CIO saw wildcat strikes against integration of locals, despite the 

centre’s attempts at racial egalitarianism.26 The UMWA, who organized most miners in 

                                                
23 The TLC campaigned on behalf of English workers who spoke out against the war. For example, John 
Reid, a socialist from Calgary, was sentenced to 15 months hard labour for sedition. Following extensive 
protest from the TLC, he was released. This was rarely, if ever, the case for foreign workers. Helen 
Potrebenko, No Streets of Gold: A Social History of Ukrainians in Alberta (Vancouver: New Star Books, 
1977), 110.  
 
24 Avery, Dangerous Foreigners, 67. 
 
25 In 1937 a group of largely eastern European workers held a sitdown strike at the Holmes Foundry near 
Sarnia, Ontario under the auspices of the CIO Steel Workers Organizing Committee. Local politicians and 
the employer capitalized on the split and hired the British workers and some allies (numbering around 300) 
to forcibly expel the strikers. In the assault 20 strikers were injured seriously enough to require 
hospitalization, and 66 were arrested, resulting in 55 convictions. Duart Snow, “The Holmes Foundry Strike 
of 1937: ‘We’ll give their jobs to white men’.” Ontario History, Vol. LXIX (1977): 4-31. 
 
26 Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home, 124-126. 
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Nova Scotia, were a distinctly anti-racist union, even more so than many of their 

contemporaries in the CIO, let alone the more exclusive and craft-oriented American 

Federation of Labor.27 Despite structural anti-racism within the UMWA and CIO, these 

strikes against the employment of enemy aliens were not manifestations of deeply held 

feelings of racial or ethnic antagonism. They were opportunistic attacks on fellow 

workers, engaging wartime xenophobia as an accelerant and imperial patriotism as a 

shield. The wartime strikes against the employment of aliens occurred during a time in 

which Canada, and specifically Cape Breton, was still reeling from extensive and 

structural unemployment. Eliminating a fellow worker and giving his job to someone 

deemed more deserving, or more similar, was a reflection of Depression-era concerns.28 

Indeed, the UMWA had been organized in an intrinsically multiethnic milieu, and the 

strikes were targeted at workers who were perceived to be ethno-racially associated with 

                                                
 
27 Goldfield, “Race and the CIO,” 7-10. For more on the history of the AFL in Canada see Robert Babcock 
Gompers in Canada: A Study in American Continentalism before the First World War (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1974). The standard treatment regarding the UMWA and race relations is Daniel Letwin. 
The Challenge of Interracial Unionism: Alabama Coal Miners, 1878-1921 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1998). 
 
28 This is consistent with the reputation Nova Scotia UMWA locals had for solidarity, namely, very little. 
During the bitter Kirkland Lake dispute during World War II the Nova Scotia miners gave by far the least 
amount of money of all UMWA members. As Pat Conroy, CCL treasurer noted “the response from Nova 
Scotia has been consistent with the Nova Scotian attitude on all questions. The making of many promises 
with little performance.” Nova Scotia gave vastly less than the rest of the UMWA contributed, even though 
they were larger numerically. The workers in Nova Scotia seemed to look after their own. LAC MG 28 I-
103, Vol. 32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. Conroy to Angus Morrison, UMWA Secretary 
(District 18), 12 January 1942. This is a marked change from 1927 when UMWA miners wildcatted in 
solidarity with Sacco and Vanzetti. Mikhail Bjorge, “‘They Shall Not Die!’ Anarchists, Syndicalists, 
Communists, and the Sacco and Vanzetti Solidarity Campaign in Canada,” Labour/Le Travail 75 (Spring 
2015): 66. 
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the Axis cause.29 Although these strikes have overtones of anti-fascism (and there 

certainly was tremendous anti-fascist sentiment in the Canadian working class, and 

militant anti-fascism within large sectors of organized labour), they were populist 

outbursts that quickly subsided once full employment arrived in Canada by 1941.30 

In the days before Canada’s official entry into the war, anti-alien strikes were 

launched, mainly in Nova Scotia’s coalfields. These strikes were particularly prominent in 

and around Glace Bay.31 In the first months of the war, Nova Scotia miners were arguably 

the most militant section of Canada’s working-class. Internationally and historically, coal 

miners had always had a predilection towards militancy and strikes, but these coal miners 

proved to be a particularly vehement vehicle for this.32 In Canada during the early war 

                                                
29 The Dominion Coal Company owned nearly all Nova Scotia mines, and had a multicultural workforce. 
The company retained files on the birthplaces of their workforce. Apart from their majority Anglo-Celtic 
workers, they also had - in order from most to least common - Italian, Polish, Austrian, German, Ukrainian, 
Bohemian, Czech-Slovakian, Hungarian, Russian, French, Belgian, Romanian, Norwegian, American, 
Yugoslavian, Hungarian, Spanish, Syrian, Greek, Swedish, Danish, Dutch, and Serbian employees. In all, 
the company employed 916 men of “foreign birth.” UMWA locals were far from monolithically Anglo-
Celtic. As many collieries were organized during the interwar years, they were not organized in an ‘ethno-
racially’ monolithic fashion, but one well within their polyglot, multiethnic reality. Sydney Post Record, 2 
September 1939. 
 
30 For a limited overview on the history of fascism and anti-fascism in Canada see Martin Robin, Shades of 
Right: Nativist and Fascist Politics in Canada, 1920-1940 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992); 
Lita-Rose Betcherman, The Swastika and the Maple Leaf: Fascist Movements in Canada in the Thirties 
(Toronto: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 1975); Jacinthe Laplante, “Fascisme et communauté Italienne de 
Montréal d’apres ‘L’Italia Nuova’ (1937-1939).” PhD Dissertation, Université Sherbrooke, 2008; Ivan 
Avakumovic, The Communist Party of Canada: A History (Toronto: McClelland & Stuart, 1975); and John 
Manley “From United Front to Popular Front: The CPC in 1936,” in Gregory S. Kealey and Reg Whitaker, 
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period, no other group launched as many strikes, as often, and with as many concomitant 

sympathy strikes as the coal miners of Nova Scotia.  

 In Nova Scotia three mines in particular faced strikes by workers who attempted to 

compel their employers to expel the “foreign element.”33 Canada did not declare war on 

Germany until 10 September 1939, but after Great Britain declared war on 3 September 

anti-alien strikes began the following day. In these strikes against the foreign element, the 

language of anti-fascism was invoked, particularly in Springhill, traditionally the most 

militant area in Nova Scotia.34 Reserve and New Waterford all saw strikes on 4 or 5 

September 1939. In Springhill, it was the midnight shifts at two Cumberland Coal & 

Railway Company mines that struck first. The miners were all members of the UMWA, a 

union with comparatively strong anti-racist tendencies, and a relatively centralized 

structure. Although UMWA officials were on site, this was a wildcat strike. Neither the 

Local nor the International sanctioned the action, which was called despite a contract 

being in place.35 Four hundred miners refused to work with any employee who they 

deemed if not potential saboteurs, at least genotypically suspect.  

From these 400 strikers, 1500 miners eventually joined (or were affected) by the 

strike. Miners claimed that it “wasn’t safe” to work with the “foreigners.” They further 

noted that they refused to work with “enemy” or “foreign born” employees since 

“hostilities broke out between Germany and Great Britain.”36 Officially an issue of safety 

                                                
33 Toronto Telegram, 5 September 1939. 
 
34 Ian McKay, “Strikes in the Maritimes, 1901-1914.” Acadiensis, 13 (1983), 14. See also W.M. Baker, 
“The Personal Touch: Mackenzie King, Harriett Reid, and the Springhill Strike, 1909-1911,” Labour/Le 
Travail, 13 (Spring 1984), 159-176. 
 
35 S&L, 39-97. 
 
36 S&L, 39-110. 
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and the fear of “German treachery,” the mine manager at Springhill offered “to have all 

men searched before they entered the pit.” The men rejected this offer, repudiating any 

measures that were not simple expulsion.37 The strike was halted when the manager 

agreed to “stop the lamps” of 15 foreign born workers. Of note is that the miners did not 

target only the Germans and Austrians, but, among others, Czech-Slovaks and Hungarians 

as well. That the Czech/Slovak, and other, workers were probably equally anti-fascist and 

many naturalized British subjects was not accounted for. When the company agreed to 

temporarily relieve the foreign workers of their positions, some men returned to work, but 

many refused.38 The miners would not return to work until “suitable precautions” for their 

safety were met.39 Eventually, 60 foreign workers were temporarily suspended, and the 

workers returned. 

Strikes at mines, particularly coalmines, are always tricky affairs. Even during 

particularly dire strikes, often concomitant with violence and scabbing, skilled workers 

often did maintenance work in the mines. A fully struck coal mine was liable to floods, 

cave-ins, fire, and explosions. In the history of Canadian mine strikes, withdrawal of 

maintenance work was exceptionally rare, as it was tantamount to burning down the 

factory to spite the boss. These pre-war strikes against the employment of ‘enemies’ were 

the same. Although at Springhill over 1000 miners were refusing to work, they still 

allowed UMWA members to maintain the shafts. Needless to say, the first anti-‘alien’ 

                                                
 
37 Halifax Chronicle, 5 September 1939. 
 
38 Toronto Telegram, 5 September 1939.  
 
39 Winnipeg Tribune, 5 September 1939. 
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strike was a quickly stymied affair. The RCMP came the next morning and interviewed 

and catalogued the foreigners, who numbered “about sixty.”40 At a union meeting 

leadership pleaded with the miners, who in turn “lifted their objections and decided to 

work with the aliens, including naturalized Canadians and those not naturalized.”41 

In Reserve, Nova Scotia, situated just outside of Glace Bay, 800 UMWA miners 

also struck against working with Germans. On 5 September the company sensed trouble 

and “ordered all Teutonic employees to remain out of its mines.” Despite the order from 

management, five Germans showed up for underground work. The night shift at the 

Dominion Coal Company demanded that five “German born employees” be fired. 

Although the company’s order was supposed to only apply to non-naturalized workers, 

“several German-born persons who had lived in Canada for more than 20 years were not 

allowed to work.”42 The company may have desired order and stability through limited 

discipline and restriction, but job action turned this manoeuvre into a license for 

capricious enforcement. The RCMP registered all Germans, but continued that “as long as 

they obeyed the laws of this country, there was nothing that could be done.”43 At a 

UMWA meeting on the night of 6 September, union leadership declared that members’ 

place of birth was “not a union matter,” and all agreed to go back to work.44 

                                                
40 New Glasgow News, 6 September 1939. 
 
41 Halifax Herald, 6 September 1939. 
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43 Halifax Chronicle, 6 September 1939.  
 
44 Halifax Chronicle, 6 September 1939. 
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Anti-alien strikes calmed for the remainder of the week. But after Canada’s 

Declaration of War on 10 September 1939, anti-alien sentiment emerged again in the coal 

pits. Sensing trouble and further anti-foreign sentiment in the mines, the UMWA held a 

meeting specifically related to working with “foreigners.”45 The meeting passed a motion 

that allowed all members to go to work despite status or place of birth, and a district wide 

notification to this effect was distributed widely. However, on 11 September 1939 New 

Waterford miners again struck their mines, demanding the discharge of 172 men based on 

their status, naturalization, and/or birth. Though the strike did not include the majority of 

the workforce, it was of sufficient strength that the mine was shuttered. With Nova Scotia 

mines tied up in wildcat strikes, the government sent ever more RCMP agents out to the 

pits to talk with the Great War Veterans and the UMWA.46 At a union meeting on 13 

September, the UMWA (alongside representatives from the Canadian Legion and the 

Army and Navy Veterans Association) passed a further resolution asking the RCMP to 

survey all “Germans” to ascertain whether they were naturalized or not.47 At New 

Waterford, the strike continued until 19 September, when it was called off. The company 

agreed that only workers “born in Canada or foreign born men who served with the 

Canadian forces during the Great War” would be welcome in their employ.48 Direct action 

had gotten the goods, but the goods were odd indeed. 

                                                
45 S&L, 39-102a. 
 
46 Halifax Herald, 13 September 1939. 
 
47 The Legion in Nova Scotia mining communities was much more progressive than their compatriots 
elsewhere in the country owning to its demographic base of miners. Clarence Gillis, the socialist 
Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) MP of the area had long led the Legion. Michael Earle & 
Herb Gamberg “The United Mine Workers and the Coming of the CCF to Cape Breton.” Acadiensis, 19:1 
(1989), 21. 
 
48 Montreal Herald, 19 September 1939. 



 - 161 - 

 At Glace Bay a similar strike was keeping 400 miners from the pits. Two brothers 

“of German origin,” who had resided in Glace Bay for “many years,” were the source of 

the stoppage. Despite their “excellent reputations” the UMWA had advised them to 

“remain away” from work during the first days of the war. In late September, the local 

advised the men that they should return to work. When the brothers arrived at the mine, a 

small minority of miners refused to work alongside them. Even this relatively minor lack 

of employees shuttered the mine.49 DW Morrison, the district president of the UMWA, 

attended a special meeting to speak regarding the German-born brothers following the 

incident. Morrison noted that they were “good citizens” and that their presence at work 

should not shutter the entire mine. Morrison thought that the “well attended” union 

meeting “seemed pretty well in favour of the [German] men concerned.” A motion was 

passed to allow the brothers back into the colliery until such time that someone could 

produce, some, any, evidence against them. The strike at Glace Bay officially ended on 22 

September, with nearly the entirety of the workers officially back at the job. However, the 

following day, only 146 men showed up for work, causing the mine to operate at only 

partial capacity. 

These early strikes in Nova Scotia were not parochial affairs of insignificant 

numbers of miners in forlorn communities. The Nova Scotia coalfields were some of the 

largest in North America, and employed tens of thousands of workers. These strikes at the 

beginning of the war involved at least 5000 workers and hundreds of thousands of mine-

                                                
 
49 Although it seems that only 60 of the over 1040 men employed were active in demanding that the 
brothers be fired, but this small group’s agitation was apparently enough. 
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hours.50 Furthermore, these anti-alien strikes accounted for the plurality of strikes in the 

fall of 1939.51 With the initial waves of war fever subsiding, so too did the strikes against 

enemy aliens. 

On 9 April 1940 the German armed forces attacked Denmark and Norway. 

Germany’s renewed offensives revived paranoia against foreign workers. With Hitler’s 

armies marching into the heart of Western Europe, and with chunks of Scandinavia 

underfoot, workers of ‘Axis’ and ‘fascist’ descent - no matter how tenuous their 

connection - became targets once again. Shortly after the Netherlands fell, 275 miners at 

Glace Bay struck their employer, demanding the elimination of enemy aliens at their 

mine. When five German-born miners came to work, their fellow miners held a vote at the 

pithead. Although three of the men were naturalized Canadians, “a majority opposed 

going down with the foreign-born men.”52 The informal committee “informed the five 

men of their decision,” that they would not work alongside them, and the German-born 

men left for home. During the informal vote enough native workers absconded for home 

that the mine could not operate anyways, and was closed for the remainder of the shift.53 

The owners of the mine took no part in this vote, and they told the union that it was “a 

matter for the men themselves” to take care of. Moreover, the issue was “introduced at a 

meeting” by a “member of the town council” who had “fought through the Great War.”54 
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With the German-born or descended miners staying home, the mine reopened the 

following day. 

It was not only Nova Scotia coal miners who took job action against their fellow 

workers. In Windsor, Ontario non-unionized automobile factory workers struck against 

retaining “employees of alien enemy origin.” On 22 May 1940, around 1600 workers 

struck the Chrysler Corporation over their employment of “Germans.” Facing a union 

drive of their own, Chrysler was surely pleased that their workforce was focusing their 

anger internally rather than upwards. Stoically, “officials of the plant agreed to give full 

consideration to the arguments advanced” by the strikers.55 The government responded 

that while “public feeling may be understandable” in regards to working alongside 

“German” workers, “in the present crisis it may harm the nation’s cause through slowing 

up essential work.”56  

A day after the strike, Chrysler fired all of its German employees until they were 

able “to produce evidence of citizenship.” Furthermore, the plant banned oral and written 

communication that was not in “only French and English, the two official languages of 

Canada.”57 Never wasting an opportunity to spy on their employees, Chrysler forced all 

employees to fill out a “detailed questionnaire giving particulars of date and place of 

birth, citizenship, etc.”58 NA McLarty, Minister of the Department of Labour, responded 

to Chrysler’s action. In a telegram he noted “those who propose not to work alongside 
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citizens of German descent are doing what they believe to be in the interests of our 

country it would be a matter of greatest regret if production in the country…were 

impeded.59  

With the anti-German strikes spreading from their original habitat in the 

notoriously strike bound collieries of Nova Scotia, the government replied with a 

notification for workers. They argued that the state had everything under control. The 

state dubiously claimed that anyone who was sympathetic to Nazism or fascism was 

interned, and that the majority of foreign-born people were “fervently anti-Nazi.”60 The 

government closed its case by noting that stopping production was “aiding the enemy,” 

and that “any persecution of racial minorities in this country is unworthy of our people, 

and foreign to our national spirit.” This was advice the government completely failed to 

follow in less than a year in regards to Canadians of Japanese origin, and was currently 

ignoring with its “none is too many” policy on Jewish refugees.61 It also looked eerily 

similar to the state’s role in destroying the Ukrainian Farmer Labour Temple Association 

and selling its halls to its ultranationalist enemies, who then proceeded to burn their books 

                                                
59 Windsor Star, 29 May 1940. 
 
60 The government and RCMP, in all reality, were much more concerned with interning communists, trade 
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in the street.62 In this case the miners were following what the state did instead of what the 

state said. Like the government, workers too were persecuting vulnerable minorities under 

dubious or contrived circumstances. 

Action against German-born/descendant workers in Ontario waned under a 

government propaganda campaign that emphasized domestic unity. However, the war in 

Europe was raging, and tensions were enflamed in the mines again. Earlier the RCMP had 

guaranteed miners that they would watch ‘foreign’ workers for any sign of treason or 

sabotage, and act on any finding. Rather than threatening the miners for their illegal 

actions, the RCMP again seemed to side with the strikers, an anomaly within the history 

of Canadian industrial relations, let alone wartime ones. In Springhill, the site of the first 

mass strike against the employment of ‘enemy’ workers, this stalling by the RCMP came 

to a curious crescendo.  

On 30 May 1940, 1400 members of UMWA local 4514 at Cumberland Coal 

Company struck against the employment of their fellow workers, refusing to work with 

foreign born employees.63 That night, the workers met for a union meeting at Springhill’s 

Miners’ Hall. With local and regional bureaucrats in attendance, the workers “voted to 

return to work” on “assurances that their grievances” would be heard.64 What had 

                                                
62 The Dominion government declared the ULFTA illegal, then seized over a hundred and forty of their 
halls. To add insult to injury, and to signal the political preference of the state, they gave the halls (or sold 
them at nominal prices) to their ultra-nationalist counterparts on the far-right. Watson Kirkconnell, the most 
strident supporter of the Ukrainian nationalists noted that some of their constituent organizations were “anti-
Semitic, markedly military, authoritarian, and anti-democratic in ideology.” Less ultranationalist was the 
Ukrainian-Greek Catholic Church, but even they were “strong adherents to the theory of Judeo-
Bolshevism,” a deeply anti-Semitic conspiracy theory. These groupings were part of the relatively diverse 
nationalists who were organized by the Canadian state into what became the Ukrainian Canadian Congress. 
Watson Kirkconnell, Canada, Europe, and Hitler (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1939), 142, 147. 
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precipitated this particular strike against working with foreigners was that the exact 

evidence that the RCMP had previously noted that they would need to intern, arrest, or 

remove foreigners had spontaneously manifest. Finally, there was tangible evidence of a 

nefarious sabotage plot.  

 In the Cumberland mine, a “bottle containing some shotgun powder” was found in 

the Number 2 coal mine. On learning of the device, nearly the entire mine left 

immediately.65 On hearing of the “conspiracy,” management suspended the lamps of 27 

miners due to alleged German ancestry. However, the department noted that it was not 

only Germans and Austrians who were affected, but Czechs and Poles as well. While the 

UMWA did not sanction the strike, it did not seem interested in ending the action either. 

Wary of sabotage, the police “investigated the suspect bottle.” The RCMP concluded that 

the bottle was “put there by a native to accomplish demand of having all foreigners 

removed from the mine.” The Department of Labour concurred, and argued “this whole 

business proceeds from a selfish desire to get places in mine now held by foreigners.” The 

DoL was even more blunt: “The demands of the miners…at Springhill or other mines, are 

not actuated by fear of sabotage or danger to their persons of acts by fellow workmen of 

alien descent, but are actuated solely by the desire to secure the positions presently held 

by the latter.”66  

The DoL was worried, but not about the “bomb.” Everyone involved, including 

the UMWA, cast a wary eye at the veracity of the “bomb.” However, the DoL was 

                                                
 
65 S&L, 40-74. LD Currie, Deputy Minister of Labour to Norman McLarty, Minister of Labour. 3 June 
1940.  
 
66 S&L, 40-74. Department of Labour Memo, 4 June 1940. 
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particularly vexed about what would happen if and when Britain declared war on Italy. 

The state was less concerned about nativist sentiments among the miners than it was that 

if “similar action is taken by the miners in respect to the Italians…there will not be a 

single mine working in the province.”67 DoL reports noted that “Italians are all good 

workers and have the best positions in the mines, and rightly so by reasons of merit.” If 

the animosity shown to the Germans was turned against the Italians, viewed as “good 

citizens” who “own their own homes,” and who were almost all “naturalized Canadian 

citizens,” the latter would all be thrown from work, closing the mines. The Minister of 

Labour responded by sending the union DoL propaganda on workers “all getting along” 

to win the war.68 

The DoL could not simply break the strikes through crude violence. Workers had 

wrapped themselves in patriotic support for the empire and the prosecution of the war. 

Furthermore, there was not enough police, militia, or jail space in Nova Scotia (let alone 

Cape Breton) to imprison all of the striking miners. Third, the government desperately 

needed coal for the war effort. The government took the option of softest resistance. It 

begged both capitalists and the unions to ensure that “no industry is to be tied up during 

the war period by reasons of discrimination by labour against fellow workers of alien 

descent.” In its view problem was not that there was nativist or xenophobic feeling and 

activity, but that the results could hamper the war effort. 

The UMWA was curiously quiet throughout the affair. The American based 

leadership was aghast at the miners of Nova Scotia, but not necessarily because of the 
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alien strikes. The anti-foreign strikes notwithstanding, the miners had essentially turned 

Nova Scotia into an industrial civil war. In 1940 Nova Scotia accounted for 42% of all 

strikes and 51.3% of all striking workers in Canada, and with only 5% of Canada’s total 

population. Workers withheld their labour with regularity, making up a sizable percentage 

of Canada’s total strikes. The American leadership of the UMWA had started to threaten 

to pull the charters from locals for wildcat activity.69 Unrelated to the anti-alien strikes, 

the International was threatening to put local unions into receivership for their strikes, but 

not specifically for the anti-alien ones. By 1940 union leadership was not going to be 

silent on the matter going forward. 

In the summer of 1940 DW Morrison, President of District 26 of the UMWA, 

penned an illuminating letter to the Minister of Labour.70 He had been in Springhill during 

the supposed bomb incident, and commented that it had caused “quite a stir.”71 He seemed 

unconcerned that his ‘foreign’ union members were being forced out, and, knowing the 

desires of the government, emphasized that production would not be harmed in any 

meaningful way. Cognizant that this sounded crass, if not unconstitutional within the 

UMWA, he noted that this was an “extremely delicate matter for the union,” because 

“under the constitution of the UMWA a member cannot be disqualified on account of 

                                                
69 In December 1939 the Executive of District 26, in concert with the International leadership, stated that 
they “would no longer countenance or condone petty strikes, tie-ups or any other breaches of contract.” 
They continued that locals who ignored this order would face individual fines or could have their charters 
revoked. See “Petty Strikes Banned by UMW Executive” in Sydney Post-Record, 22 December 1939. The 
UMWA later made good on this threat during the war. For the latter see Michael Earle. “’Down with Hitler 
and Silby Barrett.'” 
 
70 Morrison was the increasingly unpopular long-time leader of the UMWA in District 26. Christina M. 
Lamey, "Davis Day Through the Years: A Cape Breton Coalmining Tradition," in Nova Scotia Historical 
Review, Vol.16, No.2 (1996), 23-33. 
 
71 S&L, 40-74. DW Morrison to WM Dickson, 10 June 1940. 
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creed, color, or nationality. However, in times such as we are passing through, it is rather 

difficult to carry out the provisions of our constitution.”72 Although the constitution of the 

UMWA specifically opposed racism, nativism, and xenophobia, the Depression had 

spiked unemployment levels in some areas well past 30 percent, and these strikes were 

driven, in seems in large part, by a drive for the dominant ethnic group to procure intra-

ethnic employment at the expense of those who were seen as convenient outsiders. The 

government’s primary concern was maintaining production, and Morrison reassured the 

government on this front. Regarding a complete removal of ‘aliens’ he argued that he 

could not “agree that production would be affected in Nova Scotia if all aliens were 

removed from the mines, as there are many hundreds seeking employment at this present 

time.”  “In the event of Italy declaring war” he posited that it would be “far more 

difficult” to control workers, as “should Italy declare war, our men would refuse to work 

with them in the mines.” Morrison continued that “from the viewpoint of production…it 

could be maintained at the present level…by the younger men now employed and hiring 

others to take their place.” Morrison’s concern was not sabotage or racism, but local 

unemployment levels and union coherency. For Morrison, the anti-‘foreign’ strikes would 

not affect production. Morrison knew that as local unemployment was high, there would 

be plenty of Anglo-Celtic workers to easily fill all of the positions. 

The state may have had tremendous breadth of power under the law to prevent 

strikes and illegalize strike activity, but its actual enforcement powers were limited. 

Morrison contended that he did “not know at this time of any further steps that might be 

taken by the police to control the situation.” He closed with a further veiled threat: “If the 
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miners of Nova Scotia refuse to work with these enemy aliens, it is going to be a serious 

matter and one, which I am afraid, will be beyond the control of the Union Executive and 

the police.”73 Judging by the rhetoric of the District union leadership, the state’s 

assessment of the strikes was essentially correct. Miners were not afraid for their lives in 

the pits, and although they may have been anti-fascist in political conviction, their main 

goal was to gain employment, and their means was opportunistic wartime xenophobia.  

 The UMWA was intrinsically multiethnic, and due to the nature of mining, it 

organized industrially rather than by craft. Miners’ living conditions were marked by high 

unemployment, desperate poverty, and low wages, in an area with few job opportunities 

outside of the mines. As late as 1940, the ghost of the depression haunted the pits, and 

there were many miners still out of work.74 Although politics, patriotism, and wartime 

fervour surely played a role in driving the strikes, the cold reality of unemployment was a 

harsh, if effective, impulsion. These strikes were an opportunistic route for maintaining a 

semblance of job and hiring control. The RCMP were largely unable to exercise the hefty 

powers that the state had given them, due to logistics and the miners wrapping themselves 

in the rhetoric of King, loyalty, and empire – and to a lesser extent, anti-fascism. 

When Canada declared war on Italy on 10 June 1940 the colliers exploded anew in 

strike activity. The strikes targeted workers of Italian birth or descent while 

simultaneously reinvigorating activity against workers perceived as potentially Axis-

aligned. Nova Scotia coal miners in the Glace Bay District and the municipality proper, 
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New Waterford, and Florence, all struck. One hundred and thirty five unorganized, non-

union construction workers in Halifax followed their lead in demanding the expulsion of 

“enemy aliens” from their ranks.75 Halifax was not an Italian town; there were 38 Italian 

born citizens, of whom at least 21 were naturalized Canadians.76 The strike ended when 

the three “Italians” in question were discharged.77 In June over 5000 individual miners 

struck against the employment of their fellow workers, again making coal miners the most 

active workers in regards to not working in Canadian society. 

The first strike erupted in three coal pits in Glace Bay, only minutes after the 

declaration of war on Italy. New Waterford miners quickly slowed down in sympathy, 

cutting their mine to half capacity.78 The UMWA hurriedly stepped in and organized a 

meeting for the night of 11 June. At that meeting the UMWA local decided that “no 

enemy aliens would be permitted to work in the mine,” and they named a five-man 

committee to make sure that the motion was adhered to.79 The committee was further 

charged with procuring the residency and registration papers from the RCMP to ensure 

that no alien passed for native. The UMWA regional director, however, was of a 

somewhat different mind. Morrison urged his members to allow the RCMP to deal with 

any problems with aliens and allow their co-workers into the pits. Morrison had been in 

close contact with LD Currie, the Mines Minister, who had decided to “keep all enemy 
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aliens out of the collieries until officials had investigated the status of each.”80 The 

meeting adjourned with the miners agreeing to return to work, so long as “persons of any 

nationality now at war with Britain…would not be permitted to work in the local 

mines.”81 

A later meeting was held in Dominion with three executive officers from the 

District UMWA in attendance. RCMP naturalization records had been released to the 

union. Clearly, the state was in some concert with union members in their anti-foreign 

crusade. This was an aberration for the RCMP, who had long helped the coal bosses crush 

miners’ unions, often with incredible violence.82 For the RCMP, it was “communism, not 

nativism and white supremacy that was the real enemy.”83 But again, by wrapping 

themselves in the apron of empire, engaging in nativist rhetoric, and not challenging the 

normativity of capital, these strikes were treated with kid gloves, even as miners alongside 

them had their equally illegal strikes treated in a different manner, and with far different 

rhetoric. While the other strikes were “illegal” and “treasonous,” and even carried the 

threat of imprisonment, these were worthy of impartiality, even aid, from the security 

service.84 
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The committees charged with examining the RCMP records did so, and found that 

they “had no trouble with Italians” who had all returned home “when the attitude of the 

men were made known to them.”85 Whereas the leadership was not in favour of banning 

the foreign-born from the mines, the “feeling of the members was that all foreign-born 

workers should be barred.” Alex “Sandy” McKay, Secretary-Treasurer of the District 

UMWA, pressed the meeting to decide on a definitive answer to how the locals were 

going to proceed. He related the “anxious” companies’ wishes that a “definite 

understanding” be reached “as early as possible.”86 The mines were not running at full 

capacity even without the strikes, due to the loss of labourers to higher waged 

employment available elsewhere and enlistment. He noted that the companies were 

looking to fill the positions as soon as possible, and wanted to know whom exactly the 

men were willing to work with. The meeting quickly struck an tribunal on who exactly 

met the criteria of acceptable. Members decided that Canadian-born workers with Italian 

parents, or workers with only one Italian parent would be “an exception to the rule” and 

allowed to work. As the UMWA members on the RCMP records committee had been 

both on strike and doing “union work” they asked for UMWA book-off pay, that is for the 

union to pay the miners’ wages while they did union work. McKay, clearly disturbed by 

the notion, refused the men any payment. After some prodding, he agreed to put it to a 

vote at a later meeting.  

                                                
85 Sydney Post-Record, 15 June 1940. 
 
86 Although by World War II McKay was seen as a conservative in the UMWA, in 1924 he was elected as a 
member of the Communist Party. Michael Earle & Herb Gamberg, “The United Mine Workers and the 
Coming of the CCF to Cape Breton,” 6. 
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At the later general meeting, the miners met with local and district union 

bureaucrats. A motion was passed to ban most foreign-born miners from the mines until a 

thorough government investigation had been undertaken and presented. The company had 

representatives at the union meeting, which, again, was a rarity. The owners’ rhetoric, 

however, was strikingly familiar: rationalizing speedups, low pay, and dangerous 

conditions as “necessities of winning the war.” Owners wanted to learn what the miners 

would accept, to both ensure future stability and “so that the company could hire 

replacements.”87 Government representatives argued against replacing the men, but 

argued that all “aliens” should “remain away from the colliery, or trouble was bound to 

arise.” In all, over 122 men were out of work based on their descent or place of birth, and 

UMWA leaders, to their credit, refused to pay the committeemen who guarded the pits or 

policed the ethnicity of their fellow workers. 

Foreign workers fought back against the elimination of their employment. In 

Glace Bay and New Waterford, German and Italian miners insisted on going underground 

to work. The state responded by having a conference with the UMWA. In an unholy 

alliance, traditional enemies, the UMWA and the RCMP, decided that an RCMP officer 

would be stationed at all mines in the district to give local enforcement committees “any 

cooperation or assistance they might require in keeping enemy aliens out of the pits.”88 

But as naturalization papers trickled in, the mood became less unwelcoming for ‘Italian’ 

and ‘German’ miners. In a turn of events, miners struck the Florence Colliery on 21 June 

                                                
87 Sydney Post-Record, 15 June 1940. 
 
88 Halifax Chronicle, 13 June 1940. 
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1940 because naturalized miners of ‘alien descent’ who had been cleared to work were 

not allowed in the pits by either miners-cum-guards or the RCMP. 

Although Nova Scotia miners were probably the most militant, strike prone 

workers in Canada, the strikes were beginning to border on the absurd.89 The strike for 

bringing “naturalized ethnics” back into the pits carried on for three days, and on 23 June 

the miners returned to work, with their ‘Italian’ comrades in tow.90 Only two days later, 

over at Glace Bay, 400 miners struck against three ‘Italians’ who had been cleared to 

work by the terms agreed to by a union vote.91 At a union meeting on 22 June, the 

workers agreed to allow certain men underground. When the men showed up to work on 

Monday, 24 June, some 500 miners struck. After a sufficient show of force in the one-day 

strike, the ‘Italians’ stayed home and the mine returned to production.92 

The strikes against the employment of ‘foreigners’ were largely successful. By 

June, all foreign-born workers needed naturalization papers and clearance from the RCMP 

to return to work. The UMWA and the RCMP had cleared all foreign men to return to 

work “until charges had been laid against them.”93 However, this was generally not 

enough. Workers continued to strike against ‘Italians’ or ‘Germans’ continued 

employment, even after they had been cleared to work. Although the ‘foreigners’ 

attempted to gain entrance to their workplace, they were continually stopped from doing 

so. The RCMP and mine owners essentially told them to stay home, but union leadership 

                                                
89 S&L, 40-85, Memorandum. 
 
90 Sydney Post-Record, 25 June 1940. 
 
91S&L, 40-87.  
 
92 S&L, 40-87. Special Report.  
 
93 Halifax Herald, 6 June 1940. 
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told them that if they did not attempt to work “their relief would be cut off.” Privation 

loomed for families of those who were put out of work. Adding to the pain, municipal 

governments in these small mining towns denied ‘foreign’ families that very relief, telling 

them to appeal to the provincial and federal governments instead.94   

 The situation quieted down for a few weeks, but at the beginning of July the pits 

erupted again. On 3 July 1940 over 3,750 miners struck multiple collieries in and around 

Glace Bay.  The number of ‘nationalities’ that miners refused to work alongside increased 

yet again. Not content with agitating against the employment of Italians, Germans, and 

Austrians, miners expanded their taxonomy capaciously to include newly conquered Poles 

and, bizarrely, Belgians. A letter to the Sydney Post-Record conveyed the feeling of at 

least one miner. The miner argued that the “Italian Government set up schools” all over 

Canada. In these schools the “fascists” had indoctrinated children of Italian descent, and 

had been told (quoting a school book) to “think of Italy and make a vow to be ready to 

give her all of your blood…someday we may need even your life to become bigger. Be 

one of the first to answer the call.”95 The author noted that one could not be “sure there 

aren’t any of these among our miners who would blow up one of our mines and a few 

hundred good Canadians in order that his people could say ‘daddy or brother tried to win 

                                                
94 Halifax Chronicle, 11 June 1940; Sydney Post-Record, 11 June 1940. 
 
95 Sydney Post-Record, 28 August 1940. 
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the war for Italy.’ There are thousands of Italians in Canada schooled to die for their 

country.”96  

Although the media generally paid little attention to the anti-foreign strikes, an 

editorial in the Sydney Post-Record had a different take from the author of the letter. The 

Post-Record’s editor argued that “the excuse for [the strikes] is worse than none. It was so 

silly, so utterly indefensible, as to render it difficult to believe that those who resorted to it 

were serious in the arguments with which they sought to justify their own wanton 

dereliction of duty.”97 The arguments of “potential sabotage” were taken less than 

seriously by most. The editor flipped the workers’ argument, and argued that such strikes 

were in effect ‘Fifth Column’ activities themselves. The shield of xenophobic patriotism 

and anti-Fascism was only so effective, and its effectiveness was ever increasingly 

threadbare. 

Anti-fascist sentiment seemed to have shifting boundaries and odd enforcement. A 

dozen Canadian born men of Italian parentage were allowed back in the mines by union 

decree, but when they showed up for work, they were refused entry by miners. A special 

report by the DoL noted that there was some “apprehension of possible sabotage” by 

“some fanatical adherent of either Germany or Italy.” This “apprehension” was seen as 

chimerical, unlike the certainly real “unemployment problem” and how it “aggravated the 

                                                
96 Hyperbole aside, the fascist government of Italy did sponsor curriculum, and its embassies were arms of 
the state. Nonetheless, there is little evidence that apart from the Italians, however numerous, who were 
sympathetic to fascism, there was much in the way of active, useful support for Mussolini in Canada. There 
were Italians interned in Canada for support for fascism, but they were never pursued with the same vigour 
as the state pursued communists, the leadership of ethnic progressive organizations (specifically the 
Ukrainian left), militant trade union leaders, and left wing politicians. Sydney Post-Record, 28 August 1940. 
Whitaker, “Official Repression.” For more on Italian internment see Franca Iacovetta, Roberto Perin, and 
Angelo Principe, eds., Enemies Within: Italian and Other Internees in Canada and Abroad (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000). 
 
97 Sydney Post-Record, 3 July 1940. 
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enemy alien situation.”98 Clarence Gillis, CCF MP for Cape Breton South argued that 

“since the outbreak of the war their wages have remained stagnant, while their cost of 

living has increased by about 30 percent.”99 In many ways this was a wider part of 

attempting to exercise job control and hiring.  

The UMWA had internal rules against discrimination, but heretofore these had not 

been enforced. The state desperately needed the UMWA to maintain industrial discipline. 

If threats of state coercion could not control individual workers, the union was the last, 

best chance for the government to maintain production. In July the UMWA officially 

ended any official or de facto support for agitation against working with aliens. District 

president Morrison argued that all men should be allowed back in the mines regardless of 

their status or nationality. Noting the illegal nature of the strikes, he invoked war-

patriotism of his own, arguing that the strikers were “taking the very dangerous 

procedure, in wartime particularly, of defying the law of the land.”100 However, the 

attempt by the union to see if “resistance to alien employment could be broken down” 

among the native miners was unsuccessful.  

The wildcat strikes came to an end after a three-party conference between the 

UMWA, the province, and the Dominion Coal Company in June, and then later 

reaffirmed at the District 26 convention in the fall. In the end, the operators agreed to 

employ an equal number of unemployed “native born” men alongside every “foreigner” 

on the payroll; to sequester all “foreigners” to one shift only, from 11:00 to 19:00; and 

                                                
98 S&L, 40-90, Special Report, 13 July 1940.  
 
99 Edmonton People’s Weekly, 13 July 1940. 
 
100 New Glasgow News, 5 June 1940. 
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that they work only with each other.101 As they had been out of work for anywhere from 

several weeks to several months at this point, the ‘foreigners’ agreed to the terms. In 

September at the District 26 conference, the UMWA passed a motion to allow “any 

worker whose record is clear,” regardless of nationality, back into the mines.102 Three 

Nova Scotia locals held out against the motion, noting the “difficulty in securing 

employment for native youths,” but the District told them to cleave to the Convention’s 

hearing or risk having their locals put into receivership. After a spurt of strikes in the 

summer of 1940 in the jurisdictions of the obstreperous locals, by Fall the anti-‘alien’ 

outbursts in the mines finally ceased.  

 Due to the UMWA firmly adhering to its anti-racist constitution, mines slowly re-

integrated during the war. As the unemployment rate in Canada essentially dipped into 

negative territory going into 1941, and the unemployment rate in the collieries fell to near 

zero, strikes focused on the employment of enemies abated. By 1940 CCF MP Clarence 

Gillis echoed the quiet arguments of many strikers themselves that within the affair “was 

not a question of alienism, but of unemployment…the last stand of desperate men.”103  By 

1942 unemployment had largely vanished, and with it, actions of this type vanished in 

kind. In the end, strikes against the employment of ‘aliens’ in Nova Scotia’s coalmines 

involved at the very least 14,937 workers, causing time loss of at least 23,163 days.104  

                                                
101 S&L 40-90, Special Report, 22 June 1940.  
 
102 Sydney Post-Record, 1 November, 1940. 
 
103 Ivana Caccia, Managing the Canadian Mosaic in Wartime: Shaping Citizenship Policy, 1939-
1945 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010), 48. 
 
104 Labour Gazette, (1941), 248. This number is surely a gross underestimate. The Labour Gazette had a 
habit of underestimating strikes, discounting small strikes, and ignoring other strikes altogether.  
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The wildcat strikes against the employment of ‘foreign’ fellow workers came 

largely to an end in the fall of 1940. Although there were a small number of strikes 

against the employment of enemy aliens in Ontario and Quebec in 1940 and 1941 

respectively, they were small affairs, never reaching the level of thousands of workers, 

pickets, and weeks of active inactivity. In fact one of the last strikes against the 

employment of ‘enemy aliens’ was a single day affair in September of 1941 in St. Remi 

d’Amherst, Quebec. Thirty employees struck against the employment of their fellow 

worker and he was dismissed.105 Another was in Wallaceburg, Ontario where a third-

generation Canadian of German extraction precipitated a two-hour failed strike.106  

 Some employers attempted to instrumentalize the idea of foreignness to break 

strikes and demonize the CIO in general and communists in particular as foreign or worse. 

In the midst of an illegal strike at the Pioneer gold mine in British Columbia, management 

threatened miners of German and Austrian extraction with deportation or internment by 

the employer. The International Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter workers was aghast at 

the prospect, and successfully fought against the attempt to intimidate the ‘foreign’ 

workers or sow disunity based on extraction.107 Likewise, there were no strikes in the 

Alberta coalfields, the Dominion’s second largest, which were also organized by the 

UMWA. However, they were a much more multiethnic lot. Part of the difference in the 

                                                
105 Labour Gazette, (1941), 1222.  
 
106 S&L, 41-127, Wallaceburg Brass to Department of Labour, 7 July 1941. There was also a small strike in 
an automotive plant in Sarnia over the continued employment of an Austrian-Polish worker who had been 
drafted into the “Austrian” army in WWI. He told his employer and fellow workers (over six years of 
employment) that he had known Adolf Hitler and had served in his regiment. After a half-day strike of some 
21 men, the man was terminated. S&L, 40-99.  
 
107 The Bridge River Miner. 10 January, 1940. That Communist-led Mine-Mill was actively anti-racist in the 
midst of wartime xenophobia is of little surprise. Mine-Mill was at the forefront of anti-racist policies, with 
the once-affiliated IWW being another example. 
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attitudes of the miners is a difference of background. As The Royal Commission on Coal 

(1946) noted: 

Maritime miners, and particularly those of Cape Breton, have long associated in the same 
communities, and have a strong tradition of local pride. Most of them are descendants of 
settlers who came in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from the British Isles. Four-
fifths of the men employed in the coal mining industry of Nova Scotia at the time of the 
1941 census were born in Canada, and 14 per cent in the British Isles. Three-quarters of 
them had always lived in Nova Scotia, and virtually all the rest had been there for over 
ten years. Since the West was not opened up for general settlement until the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the mining population does not have the long 
community traditions, the similarity of background or the same degree of attachment to 
locality that characterize the Maritime mining areas. Half of the Alberta miners were born 
in Europe, 21 per cent in the British Isles, 4 per cent in the U.S.A., and only about 25 per 
cent in Canada. Only 15 per cent of the mine workers have lived all their lives in Alberta, 
although 81 per cent have been there over ten years.108 

 

The strikes against the employment of enemy aliens during the opening years of World 

War II are telling. Like most other strikes during the war, the state had little ability to 

simply put the actions down by force. With so many men of fighting age involved in the 

war effort, the state simply lacked the bodies to physically discipline the miners, let alone 

imprison them. However, wartime patriotism seems to have eclipsed wartime 

egalitarianism in this instance, and the security state was willing to occasionally aid the 

strikers in their actions, no matter how odiousness a reflection regarding official plurality.  

Historiographically and theoretically the strikes pose a corrective to those who 

advocate a triumphalist notion of the CIO, or even labour generally, during the war. This 

chapter also casts a wary eye on those who see working class culture as perhaps the prime 

vector for the workers’ struggle. The good must be taken with the unsavoury, and all 

militancy was not progressive or a pure signifier of an enlightened proletariat; much was 

driven by material concerns, and rather than class, kin, especially in Cape Breton, was a 

                                                
108 Report of the Royal Commission on Coal (Ottawa: 1946), 283-284. Although it should be mentioned that 
the western UMWA did not, in general, allow Chinese workers into their locals despite its official anti-racist 
policies.  



 - 182 - 

crude motivator. Not all “working-class culture” is good, and many elements of it are 

actively grotesque, especially when mixed with ethno-kinship or nationalism. 

Whether from the point of an activist or a historian, it is clear that the struggle 

against racism and nativism continued during the war, even if only in uneven and 

haphazard fashion. These strikes evidence workers’ ability to instrumentalize notions of 

Britishness and patriotism, or at least their own self-understanding of their place within 

society, and be protected while doing so. Despite official, patriotic egalitarianism, the 

state and RCMP were much more willing to allow a certain amount of space for strikers 

as long as they cloaked their activity in terms of loyalty and Empire rather than material 

or socio-economic concerns. 

 In the end, these strikes fell off when full employment manifest in 1942 and there 

was no further material reason for ethnocentric agitation for job control. These strikes 

were also some of the last ethnically or racially motivated strikes in Canada. Though the 

labour movement was often at the forefront of anti-racism in Canadian history, they were 

not immune to racist and xenophobic outbursts, ideas, or the ethno-racially defined 

structures in which they operated, whether from members or leadership. But these strikes 

were to be among the last material manifestations of the instrumentalization of Anglo-

Celtic superiority, a notion that slowly faded in the post-war era where civic nationalism 

made ‘whiteness’ more ecumenical, and severely weakened ‘ethnic’ considerations. 
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There is a received wisdom concerning Japanese internment in schoolbook 

Canadian history that goes something like this. Following Pearl Harbor, Japanese 

Canadians were rounded up for deportation to the interior. They were stripped of their 

property, concentrated, and removed. Following quiet train rides, they spent their war 

years in camps, ghost towns, and farms, often subjected to forced labour. Later, their 

confiscated property was sold at fire-sale prices, and eventually they were released. As the 

Canadian Encyclopedia clearly states, “the Japanese did not resist the internment.”1   

Some fifty odd years later, they received redress from the Canadian state. The moral 

quandary was resolved, and all was right within capitalist, liberal, multicultural Canada.  

Unfortunately, this schoolbook narrative is overly simplistic, even wrong. Such a 

telling offers a far too neat correlation between history and memory. Given the prevalence 

of wildcat and illegal strikes throughout Canada during World War II - actions often 

punctuated by multifaceted and legally proscribed tactics - it is hard to believe that the 

exceptionally violent act of throwing masses of humans into camps, many of whom had 

experience in unions, community organizing, and political formations, and the 

confiscation of property - all encompassed within lives lived inside of the deeply racist 

province of British Columbia and the intrinsically racist Canadian state - could have 

precipitated no self-activity.2  

                                                
1 James Marsh. "Japanese Internment: Banished and Beyond Tears." The Canadian Encyclopedia. Accessed 
May 12 2016. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/japanese-internment-banished-and-
beyond-tears-feature/. 
 
2 There is no space to go into the historically necessary nature of racism in the construction of the Canadian 
state, or the particularly virulent strain thereof found in British Columbia, but an excellent place to start is 
Cole Harris, Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance and Reserves in British Columbia (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2002); David Goutor, Guarding the Gates: The Canadian Labour 
Movement and Immigration, 1872-1934. (UBC Press, Vancouver, 2007). A particularly good overview of 
much of the literature pertaining to racism in BC is available in the footnotes of Pamela Sugiman, “Passing 
Time, Moving Memories: Interpreting Wartime Narratives of Japanese Canadian Women,” Histoire 
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A more detailed analysis of the actual removal and carceral operation shows not 

resignation, but intense self-activity and confrontation - including strikes, protests, riots, 

and mass non-compliance. When examining the collection/concentration of Japanese for 

evacuation, we find not quietism, but riot and resistance. Later, in the work camps, there 

were extensive strikes of many different flavors and articulations.3 Indeed, in treating the 

Japanese-Canadians as workers, rather than a disarmed racial totality, the idea of 

evacuation/internment shifts to a dialectic of negotiated discipline and active resistance, 

much the same as with other Canadian workers.  

This paper focuses upon the many camp strikes and protests of 1942 and 1943, 

original resistance to concentration and removal, and the evacuation resistance and riot of 

1942.  As will be made clear, these actions sometimes involved thousands of people, with 

women and children playing a particularly prominent role. The protestors and strikers 

consciously leveraged their social and labour power for significant gains both in material 

conditions and in regards to the recognition of their dignity.4 By articulating these 

workers’ activities in this fashion, this chapter will examine the self-activity of the 

                                                                                                                                             
Sociale/Social History, 36(73): 51-79. For a more capacious view of racism in Canada see Donald Avery, 
Dangerous Foreigners: European Immigrant Workers and Labour Radicalism, 1896-1932 (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1979); Howard Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice: A History of Nativism in Alberta 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982); and Sarah Carter, Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers 
and Government Policy (Kingston: MQUP, 1993); Lisa Rose Mar, Brokering Belonging Chinese in 
Canada's Exclusion Era, 1885-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
 
3 Outlining the continuance of the carceral state, the work camps that the Japanese-Canadians found 
themselves in were often reconstituted Depression era forced labour camps. For more on the ruinous quality 
of work camps before they were abandoned see Lorne Brown, When Freedom was Lost: The Unemployed, 
the Agitator, and the State (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1987); Bill Waiser, All Hell Can’t Stop Us: The 
On-to-Ottawa Trek and the Regina Riot (Calgary: Fifth House, 2003); and Gordon Hak, “The Communists 
and the Unemployed in the Prince George District, 1930–1935,” BC Studies, 68 (Winter 1985–86), 56–58. 
 
4 I often refer to the evacuees in camps as “workers,” and indeed, they were. One evacuee interviewed by 
Pamela Sugiman noted that under WWII internment, “nobody [was] rich or poor or educated. We were all 
the same.” Their immediate hyper-proletarianization leveled all to relatively similar circumstances. 
Sugiman, “Passing Time, Moving Memories,” 73. 
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evacuees, the internal logic of capitalist democracy and racism, and the politics of 

education and redress even as it challenges some of the historiographical understandings 

that surround the Japanese experience during WWII. 5 In particular, the idea that Japanese 

Canadians were a ‘model minority’ who dealt with extreme violence and racist injustice 

with a quiet resilience will be shown to be false. This trope needs to be replaced with the 

actual story of pushback both during the removal operations and within the detention 

centres and labour camps. More to the point, it needs to be made clear that in this latter 

struggle, the Japanese had much in common with workers on the other side of the fence. 

As was the case for the remainder of the Canadian proletariat, the state usually did 

not have the armed men available to put down strikes and protests. Although the 

government had gifted itself “extraordinary powers unprecedented in Britain or the United 

States,” to control strikes and domestic resistance, it had little ability to actually use this 

broad legislation.6 In this dialectic of activity and marginal disciplinary powers, the 

Japanese were able to make impressive gains through direct action, no matter how dire 

and fundamentally grotesque their situation.  

There has been no lack of writing on the plight of Japanese Canadians during 

WWII. Indeed, before the removal operation had even finished, Forrest La Violette 

                                                
5 I have chosen to use the nomenclature of “evacuees” as that was the government’s proposition at the time.  
It was a signifier of being one step “below” an “internee.” As ~75% of the evacuees were naturalized 
Canadians, they could not be legally interned as a group. Although, eventually many Japanese-Canadians 
were interned, that is fully incarcerated; that was for activity that was deemed egregious or illegal, not for 
merely existing within a certain group as dictated by the racial state. Although the term is taxonomically and 
ideologically problematic, it has some measure of legalistic legitimacy - no matter how politically 
obfuscatory and explanatorily shoddy. Euphemisms were cheap shields to the violence of the removal 
operations, and remain so, but the constant use of the term in juxtaposition to “internees” makes for muddy 
historical investigation. The use of the term in no way attempts to justify the state’s notion that the Japanese 
were moved “for their own good” because of the threat that racism would explode into riots. 
 
6 Fudge & Eric, Labour Before the Law, 229. 
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penned a short monograph on the Japanese experience during wartime.7 The shameful tale 

is well known: “In February 1942 the federal Cabinet ordered the expulsion of 22,000 

Japanese Canadians residing within one hundred miles of the Pacific coast. That order 

marked the beginning of a process that saw Canada's Japanese minority uprooted from 

their homes, confined in detention camps, stripped of their property, and forcibly 

dispersed across Canada or shipped to a starving Japan.”8 This core narrative has been 

relatively well fleshed-out by historians since. 

Attention to strikes and resistance, however, has been a notable lacuna within the 

historiography of wartime Japanese displacement and incarceration.  Indeed, because of 

the difficult nature of activist history, in this case aimed at providing the strongest 

foundations possible for the case for redress, some narratives within the tale of 

incarceration and evacuation have been minimized. The history of Japanese mass 

incarceration has never had the same opportunistic and historically questionable quality 

that imbues the work on Ukrainian internment.9 However, the nature of pushing for 

                                                
7 Forrest E. La Violette, The Canadian Japanese in World War II (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1948). 
 
8 Ann Gomer Sunahara, The Politics of Racism. Introduction.  Sunahara’s monograph, now available online, 
remains the standard (and excellent) treatment of the Japanese experience of WWII.  See also Ken Adachi, 
The Enemy that Never Was: A History of the Japanese Canadians (Toronto: M&S, 1976); Yuko Shibata, 
The Forgotten History of the Japanese Canadians: Volume I (Vancouver: New Sun Books, 1977); Peter 
Ward, White Canada Forever: Popular Attitudes and Public Policy towards Orientals in British Columbia 
(Montreal and Kingston: MQUP, 1978); Takeo Nakano, Within the Barbed Wire Fence: A Japanese Man's 
Account of his Internment in Canada (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1980); for an evaluation 
sympathetic to the military and Canadian state see J.L. Granatstein and G.A. Johnson, "The Evacuation of 
the Japanese Canadians, 1942: A Realist Critique of the Received Version", in Norman Hillmer, et al. 
(eds.), On Guard for Thee: War, Ethnicity, and the Canadian State, 1939-1945 (Ottawa: Canadian 
Committee for the History of the Second World War, 1988), 101-129; for Japanese workers in Alberta see 
Aya Fujiwara, “Japanese-Canadian Internally Displaced Persons: Labour Relations and Ethno-Religious 
Identity in Southern Alberta, 1942–1953,” Labour/Le Travail, 69 (Spring 2012), 63–89; for the experience 
in Ontario see Stephanie Bangarth, “The long, wet summer of 1942: The Ontario farm service force, small-
town Ontario and the Nisei,” Canadian Ethnic Studies, 37(1:2005), 40-62. 
 
9 The main understudied aspect of Slavic Austro-Hungarian internment relates to its function as political 
policing, union busting, and anti-leftism within Canada. Internees were not rounded up because of their 
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redress elevated and focused some ideas and histories over others.10 The stoic ‘survivors’ 

narrative’ or the spirit of resignation (“shi-kata-ga-nai”) is far more compelling, and 

sympathetic to a liberal audience, than those of the sit-down striker, the rioter, the 

protestor.11 There are notable exceptions of course, namely Ann Gomer Sunahara and 

Pamela Sugiman , the latter of whom noted that “much of the publicized literature on the 

internment has promoted the idea that Japanese Canadians generally, and Japanese 

Canadian women especially, have been a passive and acquiescent lot.”12 But much of the 

literature, if it mentions self-activity at all, speaks of “passive resistance” or of the state 

                                                                                                                                             
ethnicity, although their Austro-Hungarian extraction expedited the possibility of their political repression. 
Internees were incarcerated due to their leftist politics, socialist ideas, to get them off relief roles, and/or 
labour agitation - not simply because they came from Austro-Hungary. Otherwise there would have been 
two hundred thousand internees, not five thousand. Simply put, First World War internment operations 
regarding Austro-Hungarians was a project of active anti-leftist political policing. For more see Kassandra 
Luciuk’s article in the forthcoming Internment Papers from the University of Manitoba Press; and Frances 
Swyripa, “The Politics of Redress: The Contemporary Ukrainian-Canadian Campaign,” in Franca Iacovetta, 
Roberto Perin and Angela Principe, (eds.), Enemies Within: Italian and Other Internees in Canada and 
Abroad (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 355-78. Another aspect of Ukrainian internment 
relates to taxonomy. In 1914 only a minority of Eastern Slavs from the Austro-Hungarian Empire thought of 
themselves as Ukrainian, and nobody within the security state used such terminology. Vic Satzewich, 
'Whiteness Limited: Racialization and the Social Construction of "Peripheral Europeans,"' Histoire 
sociale/Social History, 23, (2000): 283-286. Italian narratives regarding World War II internment have 
emerged as another area of ahistorical, nationalist obfuscation. There, community activists argue that 
sincerely fascist internees were somehow not fascist, or that their politics were unclear, despite obvious and 
clear evidence otherwise.  
 
10 The work on Japanese redress itself has been the subject of many monographs, notably Roy Miki and 
Cassandra Kobayashi, Justice in Our Time: The Japanese Canadian Redress Settlement (Vancouver: Talon, 
1991); Maryka Omatsu Bittersweet Passage: Redress and the Japanese Canadian Experience (Toronto: 
Between the Lines, 1992); Roy Miki, Redress: Inside the Japanese Canadian Call for Justice (Vancouver: 
Raincoast, 2004). The entire redress movement, including the Ukrainian one, has seen comparative 
historical interrogation in Ian Radforth, “Ethnic Minorities and Wartime Injustices: Redress Campaigns and 
Historical Narratives in Late Twentieth-Century Canada,” 369-415, in Nicole Neatby and Peter Hodgins 
(eds.), Settling and Unsettling Memories: Essays in Canadian Public History (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2012).  
 
11 Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners: The Untold Story of Western Canada’s National Parks, 1915-1946 
(Saskatoon & Calgary: Fifth House Publishers, 1995), 189. 
 
12 Sugiman, “Passing Time, Moving Memories,” 51-79. Another interesting collection is Yon Shimizu, The 
Exiles: An Archival History of the World War II Japanese Road Camps in British Columbia and Ontario 
(Wallaceburg, ON: Shimizu Consulting, 1993). This book is an excellent amalgamation of many of the 
primary documents in the archives. Even if the book lacks narrative form, the documents produce a 
narrative all their own.  
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“fearing sit-down strikes,” instead of actual resistance and real sit-down strikes.13 

Moreover, much of the recent historiography focuses on the legal/liberal tropes of 

“citizenship” and “rights.” A more evidentially rigorous and theoretically informed 

examination rooted in understandings of power relations, of the instrumentalization of 

institutionalized racism by the state and capital, of the intrinsic problems of the 

“democratic” capitalist state, and of the needs of capital in general, would be much more 

illuminating.14   

It needs to be said that this is not an argument about ‘agency.’  Agency is one of 

the theoretical-historical tropes that often manifests in deeply troubling ways, and can 

swerve into intellectually bankrupt territory. Although certainly a corrective to the shoddy 

history that ignores people who build societies and keep them running, effectively writing 

them out of the story, it lacks historically material nuance. Ham-fisted notions of agency 

are often predicated on the dubious foundation that regular people are generally an 

inactive and uncomplicated lot, prone to submission and simplicity, and that finding 

people acting otherwise is somehow anomalous rather than the norm. Any tropes of ‘an 

uncomplicated proletariat,’ of course, do not stand up to rigorous enquiry; this is 

particularly accurate following the institutionalization and concretion of capitalist social 

relations. Moreover, the obsession with agency has occluded the power of organization, to 

the effect that ineffective ‘deviations’ or minor cultural ‘subversions’ are elevated to the 

level, or even above, that of effective or organized activity. This is liberal nonsense that 
                                                
13 Carmela Patrias, “Race, Employment Discrimination, and State Complicity in Wartime 
Canada, 1939-1945,” Labour/Le Travail, 59 (Spring 2007): 36. Patrias would later devote a paragraph to 
strikes in the work camps in Jobs and Justice, 95. 
 
14 Stephanie Bangarth, Voices Raised in Protest: Defending North American Citizens of Japanese Ancestry, 
1942-49 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008); Patricia Roy, The Triumph of Citizenship: The Japanese and 
Chinese in Canada, 1941–67 (Vancouver: UBC Press. 2007). 
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celebrates and elevates the action of the individual, rather than of concerted class activity. 

Such discourse also dulls the violence, exploitation, and deterritorialization that is being 

resisted and agitated against, positing false equivalency of liberal actors in its stead. For 

all of these reasons this paper’s core argument is not one pertaining to agency, but to 

action, activity, and organization, all of which are found in tremendous diversity and 

quantity within the story of Japanese Canadian 

removal/internment/evacuation/incarceration.    

Official removal of Japanese Canadians began in March of 1942, and immediately 

there was organized resistance. In March 1942, RCMP officer CH Hill sent a lengthy 

letter to the head of the British Columbia Security Commission (BCSC), Major Austin 

Taylor, suggesting a five-point plan on how “to overcome the trouble which we are now 

having with the Nisei.”15 The five points suggested were necessitated due to “the 

resistance being shown” to removal. The Japanese-Canadians were actively evading 

removal from the one-hundred-mile exclusion zone created by PC 365 (16 January, 1942). 

To pressure the Japanese into acquiescence, the Commission decided that it would “under 

no circumstances interview or desire to contact delegations [from] the Japanese.” Hill also 

suggested a full ban on Japanese meetings, and that “any persons convening such 

meetings will be subject to prosecution.” Moreover, “delinquents” who did not report to 

the 7 March train “should report to the RCMP,” and “failure to comply with this order 

will mean that all Japanese will be confined to their houses or quarters until further 

                                                
15 Library and Archives Canada, RG-18 vol. 3568 C3129-1-7 [hereafter LAC, JSF] RCMP Report, 6 April 
1942, CH Hill to Major Austin Taylor, BC Security Commission.  Assistant Commissioner of RCMP “E” 
Division CH Hill was in charge of coordinating the RCMP with the British Columbia Security Commission 
and their removal efforts. The BCSC was hastily established 4 March 1942, to plan, supervise and direct the 
expulsion of Japanese Canadians. It would be shown to be simultaneously cruel and incompetent in a way 
that only bureaucracies can be.  
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notice.”16 Hill continued “there is no doubt whatever” that “unless drastic action is now 

taken, organized resistance will continue, and the situation will fast deteriorate.”  Hill 

closed by arguing that it was his “considered opinion that these suggestions be given 

immediate and careful attention, and that they be considered in the way of urgent priority 

over all others.” Hill was correct; the resistance was organized. 

Two days later, about one hundred British subjects were to board a train to go 

from Vancouver to Schreiber, Ontario. Of the roughly hundred men ordered to board the 

train, 85 refused. BCSC officials were unable to coax the men onto the train, and ended 

up incarcerating them in an “Immigration Shed.”17  These same officials told the 

imprisoned men that if they did not “divulge the names of the instigators” of the action 

they would be hauled before the courts, but no one was willing to inform on their 

compatriots.  RCMP Commissioner S.T. Wood then asked for a blanket Order of 

Internment that would allow him to formally arrest and incarcerate the men.18 These men 

would go on to become some of the first of what would eventually amount to over 800 

Japanese-Canadians who were interned for defying the forced labour and evacuation 

regime.19 Hill later sent a list of “problem” Japanese who were to be sent to Ontario, 

instead of the BC interior, where he believed that they would cause trouble.  His list 

included all those held concurrently by military authorities in Vancouver.20 

                                                
16 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, 6 April 1942, CH Hill to Major Austin Taylor, BC Security Commission.   
 
17 LAC, JSF, Memo, 27 March 1942, RCMP Commissioner S.T. Wood to St. Laurent. 
 
18 Colonel Stuart Wood was the ninth Commissioner of the RCMP; he held the post from 1938 to 1966.  
 
19 They were not the first Japanese men interned. The RCMP had incarcerated some members of the 
community deemed to be of particular risk in December. 
 
20 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, 25 March 1942, CH Hill to Commissioner. 
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Clearly, not all the Japanese went quietly onto the trains.   Apart from individual 

acts of resistance, like stealing “I Am Chinese” buttons or simply going underground and 

moving at night, some Japanese started collective action against the state during the 

removal operation.21 For example, on “the evening of April 7th, 1942…25 Canadian-born 

Japanese who were to have left Vancouver for work camps in Ontario… refused to go and 

were placed in the Immigration Building at Vancouver.”  While incarcerated, “they held a 

meeting from 10:30 to 1:30, they objected to leaving Vancouver without their families. 

Their spokesman and leader was Kojiro Ebisuzaec [sic], Canadian-born Japanese, a store 

keeper at Vancouver.”  They quickly issued leaflets authored by the "Nisei Mass 

Evacuation Group."  These “were posted on walls and distributed among the Japanese.”22 

At roughly the same time, Assistant Commander CH Hill noted that “175 

Canadian-born delinquents” were still at large. Although sizable numbers of evacuees had 

already been moved, many were still actively resisting their forced removal to the B.C. 

interior. Indeed, Hill believed resistance was growing and that if “drastic action” was not 

taken, the “situation would deteriorate, and possibly get completely out of hand.”23  His 

real concern was that the “Canadian-born Japanese are not [as] amenable to discipline as 

the Japanese Nationals, with whom [he] had experienced very little difficulty.  When [the 

Canadian-born] fail to report for entraining, they naturally go into hiding…their attitude is 

                                                
21 Gomer Sunahara, The Politics of Racism, Chapter 3.   
 
22 “The leaders in this movement are, F. TANAKA, a Canadian-born Japanese and graduate of the 
University of British Columbia, BOB SHIMODA, and a grocer on Denman Street, Vancouver, whose name 
has not been ascertained.” LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 9 April 1942 CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
Shimoda would later recount his experiences in helping organize resistance in Roy Miki, Redress: Inside the 
Japanese Canadian Call for Justice (Vancouver: Raincoast, 2004), 65-69. 
 
23 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 9 April 1942 CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
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changing, and they will resist the evacuation procedure as much as possible.”24 Perhaps 

even more to the point, the “Canadian-born subjects feel that their status entitled them to 

preferential treatment.” The nearly 75% of Japanese-Canadians who were Canadian born 

or naturalized subjects had little faith in British “fair play” or their “rights” to habeas 

corpus. Rightfully so it turns out, as their position was legally murky within Canadian 

law, and most legally akin to psychiatric detention. Hill complained that although these 

(legally) full Canadians were in fact receiving “preferential treatment,” they were 

“unwilling to realize it.” It must have been difficult indeed to see much in the way of 

preferential treatment, given the position in which the Canadian-Japanese found 

themselves.  Utilizing the hoary old trope of the oppressor regarding the insidious effect 

of a few militants, Hill claimed that the resistance was originally born of a “small group” 

of agitators, but that this “insubordination is now widespread.”   

The most telling evidence of this insubordination, apart from the mass resistance 

and protest, was a public meeting of 1700 persons that the state had spied upon. Hill’s 

report noted that although an Issei speaker had “urged cooperation with the BCSC and the 

police” his comments elicited “a very lukewarm reception” from the attendees. A 

“Canadian-born” man spoke next.  He stated that he had “lost his radio, his camera, his 

boat, his automobile and property, and was obliged to leave [his home] under the same 

conditions as almost any alien.”  This speaker “urged the gathering to resist.”25 Unlike the 

tepid response to the capitulation of the Issei speaker, his clarion call “was acclaimed in a 

most hysterical manner.”   

                                                
24 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 9 April 1942 CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
 
25 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 9 April 1942 CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
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Perceptively, Hill noted that the attempt by the RCMP and BCSC to divide and 

conquer the Japanese had largely failed, and that the collaborators who had been recruited 

by the RCMP and BCSC were now “discredited” in the eyes of the community. 

Furthermore, the attempt to recruit funktionshäftling had merely “divided the community 

into hostile camps,” with his collaborators in the minority.  Despite the difficulties of the 

RCMP in concentrating and moving the mass of humanity, Hill’s greatest concern was 

that these “open violations of constituted authority” would cause “police prestige [to] 

suffer and the task of enforcing the regulations made increasingly difficult.”  And he had 

good reason to worry, for fully “two-thirds” of those who were slated to go to work camps 

on 7 April had failed to appear.26   

On 25 April, about 60 Japanese-Canadians held a protest at the Immigration 

Detention Building. Following the protest, a leaflet demanding better treatment was 

circulated.  Hill believed it was printed at the office of the Continental Daily News 

(Tairiku Nippō), the Vancouver-based Japanese-Canadian newspaper.  Rather than 

searching for evidence that might support his suspicion, which he believed would take a 

significant amount of time, he merely dictated that “in the best interest” of law and order, 

the CDN and “all other printing establishments operated by Japanese [be] closed 

immediately.”  Hill was concerned with the “grave possibility” that if the Japanese were 

not quickly removed, and that “if there was any open demonstration against evacuation,” 

that the public in BC “may be again aroused.”27  

                                                
26 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 9 April 1942 CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
 
27 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 28 April 1942, CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner. 
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By the end of April, the RCMP was aware that “evidence of organized resistance 

to the scheme…continues in hand.” Hill believed that the resistance, while mass in scale, 

was organized by a small group of “Nisei and naturalized Canadians” who called 

themselves the “Nisei Mass Evacuation Group.”28  While Hill thought the group “appears 

to be reasonable” their “whole movement” was “definitely aimed at hindering” the mass 

evacuation. Again, engendering road worn tropes of the “easily waylaid proletariat,” Hill 

noted that the Group’s “sinister operations” had no more interest than merely “creating 

trouble and arousing dissension,” as if he expected the Japanese to walk meekly to the 

cattle cars.29 Indeed, the Group’s activities had hampered “the main issue, namely the 

speedy evacuation of all members of Japanese racial origin from the protected area,” a 

task “necessary for the safety of the state.”30 Indeed, Hill believed that “there are no 

people more astute than the average Oriental to take advantage of anything which they 

might consider weakness.” Thus Hill counseled a harder approach. He thought that “the 

troubles” manifesting during the evacuation were due to “a lack of firmness in handling 

the whole question.”31 However, repression often breeds action, and the escalation had 

repercussions. 

                                                
28 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 28 April 1942, CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner.  
 
29 The trope of the “waylaid proletariat” is common in labour history. It emerges when an employer, or the 
state, or the police argue that workers would not have taken this or that action if it was not for an outside 
agitator, brainwashing, foreign agitation, and on and on. It is a way to transpose the manifestation of direct 
action or outrage into something other than the realities of social and economic conditions, the job itself, or 
actual and sincerely held political beliefs.  
 
30 This quote is telling in regards to later protestations that the Japanese were removed for “their safety.”  
 
31 LAC, JSF, RCMP Memo, 28 April 1942, CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner.  
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Indicative of the resentment that was developing towards the evacuation orders, on 

13 May, a sizable group of evacuees rioted. A description of what happened appeared in 

the Vancouver News Herald of May 14th, and deserves to be quoted at length: 

Apparently incensed because friends and relatives were not allowed to approach 
close enough to carry on conversation, a number of Japanese men held in the 
Immigration Building rioted Wednesday afternoon and evening, causing extensive 
damage to the building and contents. Late in the afternoon the rioters were 
subdued when additional military guards were called out. During the evening, city 
police were asked to send a supply of tear gas when it appeared the rioters were 
still recalcitrant.  The disturbance started soon after noon, and followed two days 
of sullen behavior on the part of the Japanese in the building. Until recently many 
fellow-Japanese were allowed to approach close to the building and talk with 
inmates at the barred windows. Then the visitors were ordered to keep further 
back. 
 
Soon after this the inmates started throwing objects out of the windows — 
including toilet paper, which fell in long streamers down the building. Then there 
came the crash of glass, as the first window crashed outward and then various 
objects, including bed springs, chairs and plaster from the walls fell from upper 
stories of the building to the roadway and railway tracks below. As guards moved 
forward to lend a hand in subduing the rioters, a fire hose, directed by the Japanese 
from an upper floor window, doused them with water. Various objects seized in 
the detention quarters also hurtled close to the guards. Throughout the disturbance 
the inmates shouted "Banzai," the cheer being echoed by Japanese sympathizers on 
the bluff above the railway tracks. 
 
Several times during the afternoon crowds gathered at the foot of Burrard Street 
and on the wharves to watch the disturbance. The crowds included many Japanese, 
the latter number being swollen shortly before C.P.R trains for the east left just 
after 7 p.m. These 125 young Canadian-born Japanese were interned as a result of 
their behavior.32 
 
The riot in Vancouver came well after the camps had started to organize, 

particularly in Ontario, where some early “volunteers” (as well as some people who had 

concerned the state) had been sent.33 By early April, Dave Watanabe had already 

                                                
32 LAC, JSF, Japanese Activities in British Columbia, Most Secret Report.  No Date, Clipping in Appendix 
7. 
 
33 By the beginning of 1943 1,850 people had been relocated to Ontario and Quebec usually to work in road 
or forestry camps. These were generally male and usually full internees, “volunteers” who were voluntold, 
or alternatively the most effective of the “troublemakers.” There were 12,114 persons in the Interior 
detention camps, mostly families. 4,390 persons were located elsewhere in B.C. mostly men engaged in 
road construction. 3,925 had been moved to the Prairies, generally as family units to work as agricultural 
labour. A further 42 had been “exchanged” with Japan. Canada, Department of Labour, Report on the Re-
establishment of Japanese in Canada, 1944-1946 (Ottawa: King’s Printer), 26-27.  
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“established himself as spokesman” for the camp in Ontario.34 At a meeting with Graham 

Pipher, a BCSC apparatchik, Watanabe demanded the workers’ “rights as Canadian 

citizens,” mainly in regards to their access to the nearby town of Schreiber.35  The 

evacuees stated that their “volunteering” to work in Ontario should have earned them such 

minor freedoms. Indeed, a bureaucrat had promised the victims of removal that if they 

volunteered for work in Ontario, they would procure special “privileges” from the state.36 

This promise, like many others, was reneged upon.  Although not described as a job 

action, Pipher noted that sixty people attended this “meeting” to discuss grievances when 

they should have been working. This “meeting” followed a “slow down” campaign and 

near strike on 23 April. The Japanese road workers slowed down and threatened to strike 

when they got word that the state was about to restrict their movement.37   

Pipher commented that any restriction “on free movement etc.” would cause 

unrest to become “accentuated” and that he would lose control. The controllers pondered 

after imposition of stricter discipline, but the notion was junked well before 

implementation. From the start, the camps were not jail-cum-work-camps, and the 

incarcerated workers had much more latitude than the authorities had intended. Indeed, as 

the camp was “small” and lacking in guards the Japanese were given free access to the 

town. The “Japs at this camp [quickly] found favour with the majority of the citizens of 

Schreiber,” and before long they were patronizing “local’s stores and places of 

                                                
34 For more on Dave Watanabe see Yon Shimizu, The Exiles, 595. 
 
35 LAC, JSF, Report: April 1942, TS Mills, Chief Engineer/Graham Pipher (BCSC), to Intelligence Section. 
 
36 This promise was in fact made by MacNamara, the Deputy Minister of Labour.   
 
37 LAC, JSF, Report, April 1942, TS Mills, Chief Engineer/Graham Pipher (BCSC), to Intelligence Section.  
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amusement,” without “any adverse criticism” from the townsfolk.38 It was of tremendous 

concern to TS Mills, the Chief Engineer on the project, that the men had unfettered access 

to the town and the telegraph office and had been sending uncensored messages.   

Mills related the story of a local railroad man’s daughter, who asked him whether 

it was acceptable to dance with the Japanese. Seeing no problem, the railroader told his 

daughter that “as long as the Jap was sober and conducted himself properly, he would 

sooner she dance with a Jap than a Dago.”39 The railroader’s comment sheds some light 

on the process of racialization that was unfolding, solidifying, and mutating during WWII, 

and how the hierarchies of “race” were subject to significant gradation and shift. Although 

following WWII there would be an ‘elevation’ of some ‘peoples’ to ‘white’ status, the 

war-period was still riven by the bizarre hierarchies of preference and stratification within 

the racial-taxonomic realm.40 Be that as it may, Mills  “saw problems arising” and 

predicted there “will be cases of too much intimacy between those young, well-mannered 

and conducted Japs and local girls.” Despite the reservations of Pipher and the BCSC 

about free movement, he noted that "too stringent regulations at this time will cause an 

unfavorable condition,” and that “policies and regulations” need to be determined by need 

and on a local basis.41  Although there certainly was martial rule in the camps, and many 

                                                
38 LAC, JSF, Report, April 1942, TS Mills, Chief Engineer/Graham Pipher (BCSC), to Intelligence Section.  
 
39 LAC, JSF, Report, April 1942, TS Mills, Chief Engineer/Graham Pipher (BCSC), to Intelligence Section.  
 
40 For more on the creation/institutionalization of racism and the production of whiteness see Theodore W. 
Allen, The Invention of the White Race, Vol. 1: Racial Oppression and Social Control (New York: Verso, 
2012); David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class 
(New York: Verso, 1999); Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What that Says About Race 
in America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998); David Theo Goldberg, The Racial State 
(Hong Kong: Blackwell, 2002); Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
 
41 LAC, JSF, Report: April 1942, TS Mills, Chief Engineer/Graham Pipher (BCSC), to Intelligence Section.  
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of the people in the camps were officially interned and under much stricter control, the 

reality was that spaces were consistently mediated and negotiated via direct action. 

The BCSC argued that at the Schreiber camp it was impossible to keep the men 

inside, as they had competent leadership in Watanabe, and Watanabe had the camp’s “full 

support.”42  Nearby Jackfish Camp had a beer parlor, and the BCSC wondered if adding a 

pub could be enough to keep the Japanese from wandering to the local dancehalls. In the 

end, the BCSC decided against imposing their plan of a blanket movement ban. The state 

also gave up on censoring the mail of these specific workers, unless they were sending it 

abroad, as the mail “could not contain information of much value to the enemy” - a 

freedom not extended to interned anti-fascist Canadians.43 Although Pipher wanted to 

move Wanatabe to another camp to “break” the impromptu organization, the BCSC 

thought better of it, noting that “should he be moved, he would cause trouble elsewhere.” 

Preferring to contain the trouble rather than paying to turn organizers into travelling 

agitators, Dave Wanatabe was left where he was.   

Although the workers had won the right to send and receive uncensored mail, their 

letters did not go unwatched. The state was good enough to keep some of the mail from 

evacuees on file for posterity, and this provides some insight into what some evacuees 

were talking about in 1942. In one intercepted letter, T. Sekine (who was working at a 

camp near Malakwa, BC) repeated to his wife Y. Sekine the common concern that “it is 

tough, many things promised by the Security Commission doesn't seem to be here or in 

                                                
42 LAC, JSF, 23 April 1942 BCSC to Asst. Commissioner Mead. 
 
43 LAC, JSF, 23 April 1942 BCSC to Asst. Commissioner Mead; see also William Repka and Kathleen 
Repka, Dangerous Patriots: Canada's Unknown Prisoners of War (Vancouver: New Star Books, 1982). 
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town.”44 Alluding to the difficult position his wife was in, he noted that “if they are not 

going to look after our women folk the men will start another strike,” insinuating that the 

impending job action was not the first of its kind. He continued on to say that all of the 

“married ones worry about the welfare of their wives. Guess it is just a racket, now they 

[the BCSC] bit off more than they can chew. I hope they choke.”45   

Indeed, the BCSC had taken on much more than it could handle.  By 1942 the 

Canadian state was dealing with a strike wave unprecedented since the workers’ revolt of 

1919, and state coercion was hardly an option in cities, let alone rural areas or far-flung 

work camps. Mrs. Sekine expressed apprehension that her husband would be interned if 

he was too militant, but he responded by telling her that he did not fear such a fate as the 

men had not had “any privileges” in the work camps, and “on top of that work in this hot 

weather…refusing us compensation in case of accidents…the interned ones are treated 

better.”46 The state had few methods of discipline to deal with the men in work camps 

when the punishment was seen as potentially preferable to the current situation. Sekine 

argued that he and his compatriots were “Canadian born and naturalised men” and quite 

presciently noted that “the way things are running here now, there's going to be trouble 

soon."47  

Another letter discovered in the censor’s file confirms the growing unrest in the 

camp. As one man wrote, presumably to his wife, “this camp was considered the quietest 

along this route, but it seems that some of the straw bosses are getting a little swell headed 
                                                
44 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, Vancouver Branch.  T. Sekine to Y, Sekine, 5 July 1942. 
 
45 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, Vancouver Branch.  T. Sekine to Y, Sekine, 5 July 1942. 
 
46 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, Vancouver Branch.  T. Sekine to Y, Sekine, 5 July 1942. 
 
47 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, Vancouver Branch.  T. Sekine to Y, Sekine, 5 July 1942. 
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so it won’t be quiet here for long. It’s getting stifling, as if something is going to burst.” 48 

His use of labour lingo, such as the reference to “straw bosses,” is notable here, and 

speaks to some measure of experience with waged labour and unions prior to 

evacuation.49 

The worker went on to relate to his wife how “the boys” stole the “camp truck” to 

go play baseball against another local team. He anticipated repercussions, but as the 

foreman was “drunk every weekend, and even some week days,” he was not terribly 

concerned.50 Baseball was an important aspect of the Japanese-Canadian experience, and 

particularly so in the isolated work camps.51 It provided one of the few opportunities for 

the men to move about and fraternize. Workers in the road camps quickly set up “highly 

competitive, intercamp baseball games.”52 Alongside baths and gardens, camp workers 

generally constructed baseball diamonds before even living quarters. They prioritized 

quality leisure, inter-camp sport, and socializing over decent sleep. The man noted in his 

letter that he had heard that some of the camp “agitators” were allowed to roam free in 

BC, which was “no British way of fair play!”53 His sources were good, because agitators 

were in fact allowed significant special treatment, including some free movement – a 

                                                
48 This letter was in the same file, but lacks an exact date or names. 
 
49 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, file 5677, 1942. For their part, on several occasions BCSC 
officials refer to the Japanese workers within the road camps as “the rank and file,” but this could as easily 
be due to their military background. LAC, JSF, JH Mitchell to TS Mills, 16 June 1942. 
 
50 The incarcerated men were constantly irritated by the heavy drinking of their foremen; for another 
example see LAC, JSF, CP Ridley report on “Investigation of damage in Japanese camp, Pyramid, BC,” 15 
November, 1942. 
 
51 For more information on baseball and the Japanese-Canadian experience see Ron Hotchkiss, Diamond 
Gods of the Morning Sun: The Vancouver Asahi Baseball Story (Vancouver: Friesen Press, 2013). 
 
52 Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners, 198-199. 
 
53 LAC, JSF, Canadian Postal Censorship, file 5677, 1942. 
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practice that was later broadened and institutionalized by the government in 1943 as a 

way to buy peace in the camps.54 Again,  we see strikes and the anticipation thereof, and 

men in work camps literally stealing work trucks during work hours to play baseball with 

other camps. These may not have been “strikes,” but they were certainly strikes. The 

camps may have been under martial law, but it was not martially enforced.  In this “quiet” 

camp the workers stole trucks to play baseball, leading one to suspect that unrest must 

have been much more extensive and routine than previously believed.     

55 

In the same months that Sekine and the other evacuees were writing their letters, 

neighbouring BC and Alberta construction crews at the Decoigne and Geikie Camps on 

the Yellowhead Road undertook significant strike activity.56 In June and July RCMP 

Constable AP Ridley was regularly in contact with the Decoigne camp, as workers there 

                                                
54 The meeting that institutionalized this is examined at some length below. 
 
55 Group Portrait of a Baseball Team; Tashme, BC, circa 1942. Takahashi Family collection, Nikkei 
National Museum. 
 
56 There is no space for an intensive history of the mountain camps herein, but a summation can be found in 
Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners, 175-216. 
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were constantly taking direct action.57 On 11 July 1942 Ridley was sent to investigate 

some rumors that a strike was about to occur in the Decoigne camp.  He found that in 

June, Inspector Radcliffe of the Edmonton detachment of the RCMP had been sent “to 

remove some agitators” from Camp Geikie.58  This was deemed necessary as a man 

named M. Inouye had allegedly assaulted a teamster during an earlier strike, and the 

RCMP had decided to prosecute him.59 This decision precipitated yet another strike.60  

While Ridley was investigating the situation, Mr. Burpee, the engineer of both camps, 

recommended removing five workers from nearby Decoigne camp. Although these 

workers were unconnected to the ongoing strike or even to any form of “agitation,” 

Burpee insisted on their removal, as they “were not good workers.” Wary of further 

provoking this already agitated group, Ridley was opposed to the move. The removal was 

eventually undertaken anyways “against [his] better judgment” and that of other camp 

attendants. Before this removal, Ridley noted that, “Decoigne was a very peaceful camp.  

There was never a strike nor a breath of trouble.”61   

This changed when “the five men were removed.” Suddenly the “Japanese were 

indignant and demanded to know why they were being taken away.” As “no explanation 

was offered,” the camp exploded in uproar. Ridley was eminently sympathetic. He opined 

                                                
57 Alan Ridley was the RCMP constable in charge of the Red Pass detachment in BC. Ridley was often 
tasked with policing the road work camps and by the tone of his reports seems to have detested the work.  
 
58 LAC, JSF, RCMP, Red Pass Detachment.  14 July 1942. “Conditions at Decoigne Camp, Promise of 
Strike.” AP Ridley. 
 
59 After the job action, he was found guilty of common assault and given a $20 fine and thirty days in jail. 
 
60 LAC, JSF, RCMP, Jasper Detachment. 30 June 1942.  “Strike at Geikie & Decoigne Work Camps.”  JW 
Faulkner. 
 
61 LAC, JSF, RCMP, Red Pass Detachment.  14 July 1942. “Conditions at Decoigne Camp, Promise of 
Strike.” AP Ridley. 
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that the Japanese “realized that they had a good camp and had behaved themselves, and 

could not understand why the police had invaded their tranquility.” The men in the 

Decoigne camp struck that evening, and refused to work until either the men were 

returned or “the foreman discharged” - and preferably both.  The workers accused the 

foreman of precipitating the removal of the five men, as indeed he had.62 The original 

strike at Geikie was quashed, but now the Decoigne camp remained struck. Decoigne 

workers wrote a letter to JH Mitchell.63 They wrote that the five men who were removed 

had no “attitude,” that they were working “peacefully,” and “were very popular 

gentlemen.” The same could not be said for their foremen, who did not “understand our 

situation” or “Japanese psychology,” and were “unable to handle our men in a peaceable 

manner.” The letter was signed “Yours faithfully, All the Japanese in Work Camp 3A, 

Jasper Route.”64 Mitchell responded that “your going on strike does not meet with my 

approval, and as a friend who is always trying to better your condition…a strike is only an 

injury to yourselves.”65 Mitchell, however, was mistaken, as eventually the men went 

back to work on the basis of promises of a quick return to their wives; and in the end, the 

foreman was “transferred to another camp.” Direct action had few repercussions, and 

seemed to pay dividends.  

                                                
62 LAC, JSF, RCMP, Red Pass Detachment.  14 July 1942. “Conditions at Decoigne Camp, Promise of 
Strike.” AP Ridley. 
 
63 JH Mitchell was the engineer heading the road construction projects in the mountains from his 
headquarters in Jasper. Mount Mitchell in Alberta would later be named for him. 
 
64 LAC, JSF, Letter, Camp 3A, 26 June 1942. To JH Mitchell, Red Pass, BC. 
 
65 LAC, JSF, JH Mitchell, 29 June 1942. Red Pass BC, to Japanese Workers, Work Camp 3A, Decoigne 
AB. 
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The plethora of job actions garnered increasing attention. Superintendent of Jasper 

National Park JA Wood was concerned that “the Japanese are pretty much out of hand” 

and “do practically what they want.”  Offended by the lack of discipline and control, 

Wood deemed it important to inform the RCMP that “the local VVR, believing that 

trouble may start, have armed themselves with borrowed rifles and will be available if 

required.”66 Needless to say, veterans of the Great War, armed with hunting rifles and 

shotguns, were not needed in quelling labour disturbances in the camps. This was 

probably much to their chagrin, as the VVR had been at the forefront of vocal anti-

Japanese sentiment in the Jasper area.67 

Constable JW Faulkner seemed to agree with Wood.68 He argued that, “while 

these Guards do the duties required of them, it was found at Gosnell that they were 

inadequate when faced with a show of resistance on the part of the Japs.”69 Furthermore, 

the Japanese “take it upon themselves to run the camps.” Faulkner continued that the 

Japanese were using “these meetings, strikes, and labour disputes to feel out the Police 

and ascertain just how far they can go and what they can get away with. “70 In this regard 

the Japanese were a mirror image of the rest of the Canadian workforce, who were 

engaged in a decidedly similar set of exercises. And indeed, during this time there were 

                                                
66 J LAC, JSF, A Wood, 24 June 1942.  Jasper Alberta, Department of Mines and Resources - Lands, Parks, 
and Forests Branch. The VVR were the Veterans Volunteer Reserve, a pseudo-military outfit made up of 
veterans from World War I and some hangers-on.  
 
67 Veteran’s Volunteer Reserve. 
 
68 JW Faulkner was the head constable for the RCMP at Jasper, Alberta. 
 
69 LAC, JSF, RCMP, JW Faulkner, 22 June, 1942. “Japanese Work Camps: Jasper to Blue River, Guarding 
Of.” 
 
70 Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners, 191-194. 
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also strikes by Japanese workers in Rainbow and Grant Brook camps as well.71 Faulkner 

saw sedition and sabotage where other agents saw fellow humans attempting to make 

their lives better through the only, and best, means available - organization and the strike. 

Moral suasion was off the table once forced labour and relocation was on it. Faulkner was 

concerned with the “considerable number of strikes and labour disputes since the camps 

have been established in the district” because “as they continue, they become more 

intensified.” In Faulkner’s estimation, “in the event of a strike developing into a riot, the 

police would be absolutely helpless.”72 Far less sympathetic to the Japanese than other 

RCMP officers, he advocated that “more rigid measures be taken, and taken immediately, 

otherwise the seriousness of the camp disputes will grow.” Faulkner did not say where he 

would procure the troops or the guards to enforce such measures.   

Sometimes the strikes manifested in comedic fashion.  Mrs. Mila Fry wrote a letter 

to her MP, which caused the local RCMP a significant amount of trouble. She bragged 

about how she had caused “the First Jap Retreat” on Canadian soil after “the Japs went on 

the rampage at Gosnell.”73 Constable Ridley added some context and reality to allay his  

superiors’ potential fantasies of out-of-control Japanese men attacking the RCMP.  He 

noted that: 

 After Constable S.M. Slinn had arrested a Japanese for being impertinent to a peace 
officer, he proceeded with his prisoner to the railway tracks, a distance 1/2 mile from 
the camp. There is a river separating the camp from the tracks and Slinn stationed two 
Special Constables at this bridge to stop the rest of the camp from coming to the track 
while he boarded a train. The Japanese felt that Slinn had arrested the wrong man and 
broke through the S/Csts. and proceeded to the tracks in a mob. Here they crossed the 
tracks and milled around Slinn and demanded that he release his prisoner which he 
finally did. 

                                                
71 LAC, JSF, JM Wardle, 25 June 1942. Director, Department of Mines and Resources to MacNamara. 
 
72 LAC, JSF, RCMP, JW Faulkner, 22 June 1942. “Japanese Work Camps: Jasper to Blue River, Guarding 
Of.” 
73 LAC, JSF, A. MacNamara, Deputy Minister of Labour, to CH Hill, 23 June 1942. 
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 When the Japanese had proceeded back to the camp, Miss Fry, who lives on the other 
side of the tracks from the camp and about 100 yards back in the bush, came to Slinn 
and told him that she had seen everything and had had him covered with her rifle. But 
until that time when she came out and spoke to Slinn, he was unaware of her presence. 
She was not visible from the tracks and so the Japanese were also unaware of her 
position in the bush. The Japanese had demanded the release of Constables Slinn's 
prisoner and when this was done they returned to their camp in an orderly fashion.74 

 
Seeing little to object to in a crowd of Japanese workers un-arresting a comrade by force 

from an RCMP officer, Ridley considered the matter quite closed.  Indeed, Constable 

Slinn penned his own report, and considered “further investigation unwarranted.”75 

Slinn’s telling of the tale is only moderately different, and gives some insight into how the 

RCMP dealt with strikes in work camps. 

Slinn noted that “approximately 100 Japanese in the camp had been on a sit down 

strike since 2/6/42...The cause of the strike [was] simply that the camp foreman was 

unsympathetic towards the Japs in these trying times.” Slinn held a meeting with the camp 

and “explained to the Japs that they were being placed on two meals per day, would not 

be paid, and certain other privileges curtailed, while they continued to strike.” Not without 

a carrot, he said that “they would be paid and [their] privileges restored if they returned to 

work.”  The workers mulled their options, and one "Kawaguchi” advised Slinn “that the 

Japs had decided to continue striking. His attitude was very pertinent [sic].” The next day, 

Slinn arrested Kawaguchi, and a near riot ensued. Following the arrest “the remaining 

Japs broke through 5 Special Constables, crossed the narrow bridge over the Gosnell 

River at the camp, and some of the Japs tried to pull Kawaguchi back to the camp.”76     

                                                
74 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, 9 July 1942 Red Pass Detachment, “Strike at Japanese Work Camp – Gosnell.”  
AP Ridley. 
 
75 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, 6 July 1942, Taber Detachment, “Strike at Gosnell Work Camp, BC.”  SM 
Slinn. 
 
76 LAC, JSF, 9 July 1942 Red Pass Detachment, Strike at Japanese Work Camp – Gosnell.  AP Ridley. 
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The strikers continued to escalate their actions. “Several incidents happened in the 

next half hour including one Jap baring his chest at the point of a rifle held by s/Cst. 

Carmichael.” Then “45 Japs [broke] through a second line formed by 5 special Constables 

and myself, and then proceeding to the CNR track where I had sent S/Cst Forbes and 

prisoner Kawaguchi.”  Following this “the Japs requested the return of Kawaguchi, saying 

that they had not sufficient time to think over the latest decision of the Government.”77  

Officer Slinn “advised the Japs that Kawaguchi would be released provided they returned 

to work under the camp Foreman.”78  He continued that he “would report their action to 

Headquarters, and that [he] could not tell them what action would be taken by the Force. 

They all agreed to return to work, and Kawaguchi was released.” Very direct action 

carried the day.  For his part, Faulkner believed that “there was no cause for a strike at this 

camp,” and he thought that “the apparent reason for the strike was that Gosnell was the 

only camp that had not been on strike.”79 The interesting thing about the “Fry Incident,” is 

that seemingly the only reason any paperwork was done at all was because an MP, who 

demanded a report, had noticed it. Indeed, the amount of labour unrest within the camps is 

intrinsically difficult to ascertain, because a sit-down strike and near riot only received 

formal notice when provoked by an outside query. Moreover, that the workers knew that 

theirs was the only camp that had not been on strike, and attempted to rectify that 

situation, lends credence to the RCMP’s complaints that job action was widespread and 

                                                                                                                                             
 
77 LAC, JSF, 9 July 1942 Red Pass Detachment, Strike at Japanese Work Camp – Gosnell.  AP Ridley. 
 
78 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, 6 July 1942, Taber Detachment, “Strike at Gosnell Work Camp, BC.”  SM 
Slinn. 
 
79 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, Jasper Detachment, 17 June 1942. “Strike at Gosnell Work Camp.” JW 
Faulkner. Emphasis added. 
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ubiquitous, if not broadly organized.80 It also supports the argument that strike action was 

both widespread and the norm.   

As summer turned to fall in 1942 in BC and Alberta, very little actual work was 

being done in either the work or the concentration camps. Both were in a constant state of 

strike, uproar, and unrest. On 18 June 1942 workers from the Grantbrook Camp struck 

and formed a grievance committee. Sufficiently organized, the men massed and marched 

towards Red Pass, picking up workers from the Rainbow Camp along the way. Once the 

Rainbow men joined their strike, their host eventually contained over two hundred men.81 

The men had three demands: an end to the delay in payments to their dependents; an end 

to restrictions on movement regarding other camps (for socializing and baseball); and free 

access to the towns of Jasper, Red Pass, and Blue River. Having little other recourse, the 

RCMP agreed to all their demands. Another strike at the nearby Albreda camp was also 

successful in getting a hated supervisor fired.82 Infuriated, the BCSC complained about 

that common problem with forced labour, namely that lacking in instruments of terror, 

starvation, or violence as an incentive, getting work out of workers is a difficult task 

indeed.83 For those who were not working and stuck in concentration camps, the BCSC 

and police had no better luck. 

                                                
80 The RCMP believed that the camps were organized by roving organizers and through baseball teams. 
They were correct in both instances. 
 
81 LAC, JSF, Telegram, 18 June 1942. JH Mitchell to TS Mills. 
 
82 LAC, JSF, RCMP Intelligence Section. 13 August 1942. Sit Down Strike, Albreda, BC. Constable G. 
Upton to CH Hill. 
 
83 LAC, JSF, Memo, 19 June 1942. JW Walker to the Department of Labour, memo regarding Yellowhead-
Blue River Project.  
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 Slocan City, the largest of the camps, saw a general strike emerge out of a dispute 

by truck drivers from 19 August 1942 through to the end of the month.84 As late summer 

turned to fall there were further strikes and protests in and around Slocan City.  The police 

were hard-pressed to maintain order, and the strikes were largely successful.  A strike led 

by women and “girls” was launched on 26 October, at the Orchard Camp, a smaller 

settlement on the east side of Slocan Lake. Although the workers were supposed to show 

up daily at 07:30, they rarely showed up on time (generally around 09:00), and on that 

day, not at all.85  At 09:00, the foreman “cut off the payroll” and sent the few workers 

who had arrived home.86 The foreman also cut off the food supply, although he left the 

cooking utensils and plates.87 The Japanese simply purchased food, and continued the 

strike. Led by young women, the strike was called because their water was piped in from 

a nearby lake, and they detested the task of procuring water in addition to their working 

duties.  The workers wanted the RCMP and BCSC to pipe in drinking water from town, 

which the evacuees currently procured for themselves via the bucket, at the cost of a 

quarter-mile jaunt.88  Although the BCSC originally stated that nothing could be done, the 

strike ended when the BCSC agreed to pipe in the local town’s water. The women of the 

camp, saddled with the dual task of procuring water and working, were able to cease the 

latter to alleviate the former.  

                                                
84 LAC, JSF, 27 September 1942 – Conditions at Albreda Camp.  AP Ridley to CH Hill. 
 
85 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, Japanese Workers’ Strike. 29 October 1942.  HM Fowell to CH Hill. 
 
86 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, Japanese Workers’ Strike. 29 October 1942.  HM Fowell to CH Hill.  
 
87 LAC, JSF, 5 November 1942, Strike in New Denver WR Cooper and Fuller. 
 
88 LAC, JSF, 1 November 1942, Strike at New Denver, Strike/Disturbance – Slocan. 
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89 

In another case of unrest at Slocan, 14 young men were being forced by the BCSC 

to go to work camps in the interior.90 Instead of showing up to work, the men hid with 

their families and friends in the camp. On 30 October, a special bus showed up in Slocan 

City to take the men to another transit station to be deployed to the work camps.  Frank 

Kawaguchi, the Japanese liaison, said he had no idea where the men had absconded.  The 

RCMP fanned out over the area, and found a pair of the wanted men.  Later that evening, 

nine of the party showed up at RCMP headquarters.  The men said that they merely had to 

pack their bags, and they would leave the next day.  After releasing them to pack their 

bags and stay with their families for the evening “a large crowd gathered outside 
                                                
89 Slocan City Arrival; Slocan City, BC, 1942. Canadian Centennial Project fonds, Nikkei National 
Museum. Note the RCMP officer overseeing the operation. 
 
90 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, REFUSAL OF JAPANESE PARTY TO LEAVE FOR LABOUR CAMPS AS 
SCHEDULED, DISTURBANCE AT SLOCAN CITY, Constable DA Deeks. 
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protesting the bus leaving with the boys.” The RCMP officers were surrounded and 

imprisoned in their headquarters by a group chiefly “composed of women and children.”  

The crowd sabotaged the bus, rendering it immobile.  Mr. Hartley, the BCSC bureaucrat 

in charge, beat a hasty retreat in his car. Putting their baseball skills to work, the 

protestors threw a rock through the retreating car’s window.  Due to the large crowd and 

the talent depth in the baseball pool, it “could not be discerned who had thrown it.”  The 

rock thrower and bus-saboteur(s) remain at large to this very day.  The RCMP sent for 

reinforcements, and the crowd eventually dispersed.91 Although other strikes and 

demonstrations had clearly been planned, this one was almost certainly of a 

“spontaneous” nature. Of the 14 “boys” who were to be sent to the camps, only nine 

eventually left.92  

  On 1 June 1943 Constable Ridley went to the hamlet of Blue River to investigate 

a strike at the nearby Thunder River work camp. 93 This strike is of note as it was the first 

meeting with Mr. Bernard of the Spanish Consulate and AW Brereton, of Mines & 

Resources. After the declaration of war, the Spanish Embassy and staff looked after the 

affairs of the Japanese/Canadian evacuees and internees. As Spain was fascist, but 

technically “neutral,” their diplomats and attaché became Japan’s diplomatic eyes and 

ears in Canada. When the constable and Consular officer arrived, the workers were on 

strike, or “loafing around,” depending on one’s view.94  By 1943, being on strike meant 

                                                
91 That 75 families were still living in tents in the Canadian fall could not have helped their disposition.   
 
92 LAC, JSF,1RCMP Report, November 1942 – Strike at New Denver, Strike/Disturbance – Slocan. 
 
93 LAC, JSF, 18 June 1943. RCMP Telegram. “A telegram report concerning a strike among Japanese 
workers at the Thunder River Camp.” FJ Mead to MacNamara, DM Department of Labour. 
 
94 LAC, JSF, 9 June 1943 RCMP Report, AP Ridley. 
 



 

 - 213 - 

that rations were cut to two meals a day, and the strikers had refused to return to work 

until the Spanish Consul heard their plea.  After Mr. Bernard met with a strike leader 

privately, they convened a meeting with the agents of the Canadian state.  The main 

concern of the Japanese was that their food was poor and insufficient, and that “meatless 

Tuesdays” was an affront to human decency.  Before the RCMP or government 

representative could intervene, the Spanish Consul “broke down” the argument, and 

produced receipts which showed the caloric intake of the workers was higher than that of 

the “average Canadian,” and was “certainly much better than he himself can afford in 

Vancouver.”  Bernard was livid, stating “while the Spanish Consulate is the protecting 

power” of the Japanese, “he did not propose to waste his time investigating accusations 

that have no foundation.” Bernard told the men that they were well treated, and if they 

failed to call off their strike, he would not object to their being interned. The workers 

quickly held a vote, and “unanimously” agreed to go back to work.  Even from the 

vantage of the RCMP, “the Japanese were very disappointed in Bernard’s attitude and his 

talk had a salutary effect.”95  

By 1943, the strike situation in Japanese work camps was reflecting the new 

Canadian norm, namely constant and sustained unrest. This is of some note, as these 

workers were essentially forced labour. Yet they reflected the reality of the Canadian 

economy, and even they were successful in their self-activity. Much like the state, RCMP 

Superintendent Fowell in New Denver was particularly worried that he had lost control of 

his camps in general and the workers specifically.96 Lacking the number of guards 

                                                
95 LAC, JSF, 9 June 1943 RCMP Report, AP Ridley.  
 
96 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, CH Hill, 12 November, 1942 - Tear Gas and Gas Gun for New Denver Sub-
Division. 
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necessary to  quell the unrest through the old truncheon method, he asked Hill for some 

crowd control aid. By the fall of 1942 strikes and “meetings” in the Japanese camps had 

become the absolute norm. Evacuees were protesting everything from the decidedly 

illiberal seizure of their property, to bad housing, low pay, and bad food.97 Again, forced 

labourers reflected wider proletarian trends within the wartime Dominion. Without the 

hyperbole so common to security officials, Superintendent Fuller noted that “a short time 

ago we had a small disturbance at Slocan city,” and “a considerable crowd gathered.”  He 

argued that he “might have had trouble in dispersing” crowds in the future if such actions 

continued or escalated. Indeed, a handful of aging RCMP and Great War veterans would 

not fare well against the “over four thousand” Japanese “concentrated at Slocan City.” 

With the mood and spirit of the protestors, he was worried that more “unforeseen trouble 

might develop.” To aid this task of “handling a large gathering” (apparently picnics, 

baseball games, and strikes shared the same taxonomic status), he wanted “a tear gas gun, 

ammunition,” and “gas bombs” as the “effective” measure for control.98  

The RCMP was not in the mood, nor were they prepared for, blanket repression. 

Hill noted, “regarding the above mentioned subject, I do not consider that tear gas should 

be supplied to you[r] headquarters as a means of dispersing Japanese in the event of any 

anticipated troubles.”  Hill was certainly wary of escalating the strike situation, but was 

also at pains to convey that, “you must fully realize that with the present international 

                                                                                                                                             
 
97 LAC, JSF, 6 November 1942 Supt, Fuller, RCMP to Hill. 
 
98 LAC, JSF, 6 November 1942 Supt, Fuller, RCMP to Hill. On 23 January 1943, the government 
empowered the Custodian of Enemy Alien Property to liquidate the property of the evacuees.  “All the 
Japanese complained” that the “Custodian’s office had charged them amounts equal to or exceeding the 
price realized on the sale” of their goods.  This was particularly galling in the case of automobiles.  In one 
striker’s opinion, his car had been worth at least $200, but received a cheque for only $7.50. LAC, JSF, 6 
April 1943 RCMP: CH Hill to FJ Mead (My Dear “Jack”). 
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situation as it is, it would not be, in my opinion a good policy for us to use gas under any 

consideration. If gas was used it might have far-reaching effects.”99  Indeed, “Canadian 

Government Gases Japanese in Concentration Camp” would not be a great headline in 

any year, let alone 1942.  The tear gas was never sent. Incarceration was not an option 

either. “If gaol sentences for vagrancy were handed out,” Hill opined, it “would only 

mean a few days in gaol,” and then back to striking.100 If the RCMP started simply 

locking men up “many other Japanese would follow in sympathy,” overcrowding the jails. 

For Hill, there was a real possibility for serious problems, as “the whole situation c[ould] 

develop disagreeably unless considerable diplomacy is used.”101 Escalation was not an 

option. 

The constant job action in the work camps provoked a conference in Ottawa 

between the Department of Mines and Resources, the RCMP, and the Department of 

Labour early in 1943. Tired of ubiquitous and relatively successful strikes, the state 

decided to take action in a very Canadian way - having meetings of bureaucrats in a city 

thousands of miles away from the problem, in a different language than the “problem” 

population spoke, and with little to no input from anyone involved. Conference attendees 

were very concerned that the Japanese slowed down and refused work “to such an extent 

that they did not earn their board.”102 Curious judgments about work ethic aside, the 

bureaucrats decided on a particularly light-handed approach to the problem. They decided 

                                                
99 LAC, JSF, RCMP Report, CH Hill, 12 November 1942 - Tear Gas and Gas Gun for New Denver Sub-
Division. 
 
100 This was very similar to the rest of Canada, where thousands of illegal strikes rocked the state and 
capital, with very little recourse for the poor, wretched capitalist; selfsame as the poor, wretched warden. 
 
101 LAC, JSF, 18 March 1943, CH Hill to RCMP Commissioner and FJ Mead to Hill (No date, attached, on 
or around 18 March, 1943). 
102 LAC, JSF, Memo, 24 February 1943 A. MacNamara to FJ Mead. 
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to allow “troublemakers” to leave the camps “one or two at a time” and the local RCMP 

would act as hiring agents, to “be given lists of job opportunities” by the government to 

tell the men where they could find other employment. The Japanese were to be given 

three options: 

 1) Going into private employment at a designated point at prevailing wages. 
 2) Hanging around town with nothing to do until he is hungry. 
 3) Going back to the road camp on the agreement that he would work properly.103 
 

If the malingerers took option 1, then they would be provided free train tickets, 

and they would “scatter the trouble makers as widely as possible to various places of 

employment.” By giving the strikers choice in their employment, the means to get there, 

and a choice as to where to live, they would eliminate the issue of strikes and camp 

resentment. Failing to learn from the climate in the work camps over the past year, let 

alone the current labour climate of hundreds of illegal and wildcat strikes, conference 

attendees assured themselves that “with a few trouble-makers removed from each road 

project by this means, the others will surely settle down to work.”104 The bureaucrats, 

happy with their technocratic solution, applauded their work in Ottawa and reminded the 

implementers that they wished to be informed of how “successfully it operates.” What the 

conference had done, in fact, was hand victory to workers who fought back against the 

work-camp system, a victory that came with a note for free movement, literally a train 

ticket out of the work camp, better job prospects, increased pay, and the possibility of 

proximity to family. The mass strikes had been effective, and the conference was little 

more than an official bureaucratic gloss on a rearguard action by the state. 

                                                
103 LAC, JSF, Memo, 24 February 1943 A. MacNamara to FJ Mead. 
 
104 LAC, JSF, Memo, 24 February 1943 A. MacNamara to FJ Mead. 
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 From the beginning of the removal operation to the placement in work camps to 

the incarceration of families in ghost towns and old Relief Camps, there was tremendous 

resistance from the evacuees. None of this, however, should overshadow the violence that 

was caused by the involuntary removal program, the pain and humiliation of forced 

labour, full internment for resistance, or the hardship enacted by the state in the 

confiscation and eventual sale of property. No amount of stealing work trucks to go and 

play baseball against a neighbouring camp can make up the fundamental injustice of the 

racist operations directed against people of Japanese descent living in Canada. No amount 

of resistance against the state could have stymied the “diminished aspirations, lost 

opportunities, troubled relationships, generational conflict, a yearning for privacy, 

boredom to tears, deportation, work-related injuries, attempted rape, suicide, and death 

due to inadequate medical care” that haunted the entirety of the removal operation.105  

However, the strikes, riots, and protests in camps/transfer centres were of note not 

merely for their existence, but their effectiveness. Workers in many camps won material 

gains and dignity through strike action. By 1943, “troublemakers” were given wide leave 

to work where they wanted, and many used this to reunite with their families. But it was 

not only men in the work camps who made gains through direct action. One of Sugiman’s 

interview subjects may have noted that she was “too young to fight,” but we have at least 

two examples of women, old and young, fighting back against the authorities to better 

their lives. In both cases they were relatively successful.106 These memories of women in 

the camps did not speak for the whole. Some did fight back, and their battles were 

remarkably effective. If nothing else, their struggles, and the protests, strikes, and other 

                                                
105 Sugiman, Passing Time, 78. 
 
106 Sugiman, Passing Time, 76. 
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organized resistance should be remembered and celebrated. They may not have gotten 

their entire lives, dignity, time, and property back from the state, but they won something 

in the face of tremendous adversity. For these Canadians of Japanese heritage, living 

under grotesquely tragic circumstances. That was a victory, and one not to be ignored or 

obfuscated, let alone forgotten. 
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 The nature of women and work during the Second World War has been well-

served by scholars.1 American historiography in particular is particularly rich, if 

particularly concerned with the question of whether the war was a fundamental shift (or 

even a prefigurative moment) in the socio-historical position of women.2 Canadian 

historiography relating to women and the war has also been well served, particularly in 

relation to the home front.3 However, the Canadian historiography exhibits a tendency 

                                                
1 In the estimation of one historian “historians have spilled rivers of ink discussing the impact of World War 
II on women's roles,” and the historiography is indeed quite rich in many areas. Deborah Montgomerie, 
"Reassessing Rosie: World War II, New Zealand women and the Iconography of Femininity," Gender and 
History, 8 (April 1996), 108. 
 
2 For more on the historiographic debates surrounding interpretations of the differing schools of thought see 
Ellen Scheinberg, "The Tale of Tessie the Textile Worker: Female Textile Workers in Cornwall During 
World War II." Labour/Le Travail, 33 (Spring 1994), 153-157; and Valerie Endicott, '"A Woman's Place 
[Was] Everywhere:' A Study of Women Who Worked in Aircraft Production in Toronto During the Second 
World War," Unpublished MA thesis, OISE, 1991. An important text for this study was Nancy Gabin, 
Feminism and the Labor Movement: Women and the United Auto Workers, 1935-1975 (Ithaca: Cornell, 
1990). Other important American texts include Leila Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1978); Theodore Hamerow, “Women, Propaganda and Total War,” Reviews in 
American History 7 (1979): 122-127; Karen Beck, “The Job He Left Behind: American Women in 
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towards government opinion and activity on one hand, and ‘perceptions,’ culture, 

‘representation,’ and shifting notions of gender normativity on the other.4 Although there 

are some notable exceptions, the history of women at work, what they did, and the job 

action they undertook has been largely absent from the historical record.5 When women 

are centred, they are often looked at as adjuncts to the male struggle, whether in 

auxiliaries, as helpers or aides to job action, or in the private sphere.6 This is surprising, as 
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by the end of 1942 women made up around a third of the workforce, and with strikes 

reaching unprecedented levels, they were deeply involved.7 

This study is relatively unconcerned with representation, identity, and culture. It 

specifically examines the self-activity that women themselves undertook during the war.8 

A great deal of literature seems to ignore or underplay the extent to which women were 

involved in strikes and other industrial action, or the relationship between strikes and 

specifically women’s issues.9 Some authors have emphasized the “importance of 

all…apparently minor acts of resistance” and their “radical potential.” Instead of looking 

towards cultural “subversion” of employers’ authority, we will examine actual 

subversions of authority and real, actualized resistance by women themselves.10 Rather 

than emphasizing the nebulous idea of a shifting notion of ‘femininity’ or proper gender 

roles, we examine how women took material action against their employers, why they did 

so, their ensuing actions on the picket line, and the social and economic impact of their 

actions. Rather than looking at women through the lens of the home or the family, we will 

                                                
7 Report by the Sub-Committee on the Post-War Problems of Women to the Advisory Committee on 
Reconstruction (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1943), 8. 
 
8 Canadian scholarship has seen robust debate on the role of women in history, of feminist scholarship, or 
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that centres women and gender see Joan Sangster, “Gendering Labour History Across Borders,” Labour 
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History: Exploring the Past, Present, and Future,” Labour/Le Travail 46 (2000). 
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at War: Women’s Labour Force Participation, 1939-1945,” Histoire sociale/Social History 22:44 (1989): 
342. 
 
10 Susanne Klausen, "The Plywood Girls: Women and Gender Ideology at the Port Alberni Plywood Plant, 
1942-1991," Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1998), 218. 
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look at them in the employment they engaged, and the way in which they responded to 

that employment. Rather than extrapolating from a few interviews to determine a whole, 

the argument that “with marriage and motherhood as their primary goals, [women] 

seemed to lack the incentive or capacity to challenge management” will be actively 

refuted.11 Rather than examining newspapers for editors’ ideas on women at work, we 

will look at what women themselves did, and derive our conceptions from activity and not 

elite ideas on what they should have done. In many instance, newspapers noted the 

“thousands of workers on strike,” but neglected to mention that many, even the majority, 

were female workers. Instead of looking to sources that often literally wrote women out of 

strikes, we will write them back in.  

Indeed, much of the historiography of the role of women in the Canadian 

workforce has ironically obscured the actual activity of women. The emphasis on the vita 

contemplativa over the vita activa has intellectually relegated women from active 

participants in shaping the economy, wider social relationships, and their own lives into 

merely discursive variants in the “shifting narratives” of gender. By shifting the focus 

away from the realm of ideas or simple participation statistics, and towards that of action, 

this chapter will move the discourse to a position wherein women are seen as central to 

the proletariat, a much more historical location than the ‘wartime interlopers or 

fundamental gender shift’ or the “grim tale” arguments that still retain academic 

currency.12 Furthermore, this study is operative and situated firmly within a feminist 

                                                
11 Taylor Hollander, "Down the middle of the road," 186. 
 
12 Ruth Frager and Carmela Patrias, Discounted Labour: Women Workers in Canada, 1870–1939 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2005), 147. 
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historical materialist narrative. With so much of the historiography focused on identity, 

representation, or statistics, this will focus on action. And although there are few ‘stories’ 

in this analysis, and fewer actual names, the cold mathematics have a warm narrative all 

their own.  

 This analysis focuses on strikes in which women were numerically the majority 

actors, or the strikes were called for concerns and issues specific to women workers. The 

taxonomy is not arbitrary. As women were far from bit players on the industrial front, this 

chapter is focused on actions that were identifiably centered on strikes and actions that 

were led, centered on, or were women-majority in inception. The story shows that women 

made much the same choices as men in regards to shop control and industrial activity, 

with propensities for jobs actions that were precipitated both inside and out of normative 

bargaining for wages and benefits. Like the rest of Canadian workers, their actions often 

focused on pay, job control, firing of colleagues, and other grievances. A study conducted 

in March 1943 that surveyed female war workers in Toronto is instructive here. It 

revealed that only 9 per cent identified “patriotism” as the most important reason for their 

decision to take a job, compared with 32 per cent who cited “personal reasons” including 

loneliness and boredom. Nearly all the rest, just under 60 per cent, cited financial need.13  

Thus when we find that their action was almost always illegal, and was usually launched 

without union sanction or even union involvement, it comes as little surprise; their action 

largely mirrored that of the rest of Canadian workers. As Nelson Lichtenstein has 

decisively shown, workers new to the labour force, and newly organized workers and 

                                                
13 Jeffrey Keshen, “Revisiting Canada’s Civilian Women during World War II,” Histoire sociale/Social 
History 30 (1997), 248. 
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unions, tended to be more active and less prone to responsibility than their more 

established counterparts.14 Indeed, it seems that women did quite well with snap strikes 

that lacked union representation, and much of the “organizing” done in this period 

followed a similar pattern. Workers formed a bargaining committee, the employer refused 

their demands, and the workers went on strike. A union organizer was dispatched, the 

formal union “organized” the workers off the picket line itself and claimed victory.  

 Within this trajectory of working women’s self-activity however, is the added 

nuance and difficulty of being a female worker in a deeply anti-worker and patriarchal 

capitalist society. This is not the easiest history to write. Women are written out of the 

record by the largely male-dominated reporting industry, and we often have to go deep 

into the archives for a gender breakdown of workers, and extrapolate from there. The 

media was relatively unconcerned with female strikes, and clung to a Victorian notion of 

femininity that had never really held much truth for the proletariat.15 As many of these 

actions had - to be generous - limited union support, there is very little in the union 

records to gain insight from. The unions that had good record keeping (and good record 

keeping was largely the result of onerous constraints hoisted onto labour following WWII) 

often had a modicum of concern for women’s’ issues, but these rarely dealt with strike 

activity. To get at actual actions we have to be more creative and energetic in our use of 

materiel, and this material tells an interesting story indeed.16 

                                                
14 Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home: The CIO in World War II (New York: CUP, 1987), 3-4, 110-
135. 
 
15 For an engaging and statistically useful investigation of this phenomenon see Star Rosenthal, "Union 
Maids: Organized Women Workers in Vancouver, 1900-1915," BC Studies, 41 (1979), 38. 
 
16 The taxonomy of what exactly constitutes a “women’s strike” is of course vague and in few ways 
objective. However, some criteria can be outlined and emphasized. Any strike that was predominantly 
female is included, as is any strike that was directly related to issues of importance to women workers. A 
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A large part of the lacuna in studying the actions of women during the war pertains to a 

handful of main issues, beyond that of the importance historians might devote to the topic. 

Record keeping by many unions was either poor, poorly recorded, lost, or all three. 

Moreover, women tended to enter the workforce in mass numbers in 1941 and 1942 as 

new union members. Early years are always difficult for new organizations, and again, 

record keeping was spotty. Another is that newspapers often talked of workers in terms 

that were gendered male, so even identifying where women were represented (or even a 

majority) can be difficult. In strikes which could not be ignored for their gendered 

component, the press often marginalized or ignored the plight of the workers, or speak of 

their travails in terms of cleanliness or weakness. For instance, “40 Ottawa Girls,” all 

stenographers, struck the government because cockroaches infested their workplace.17 

Even though the women complained that the beasts “would get into our typewriters and 

climb on the keys” and infest lunches, the women are denigrated as being somehow soft. 

One stenographer used the infestation to attack her managers, arguing that perhaps the 

infestation came from “all of the deadwood in their department.”18 The clerks won the 

two-day strike and were subsequently moved to a cleaner office. However, their strike 

                                                
noticeable omission to this study is the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU), which 
although aggressively militant (and its members often found themselves on the wrong side of the law during 
the war for militant picketing) and industrially organized, was also perhaps the most studiously legalistic of 
the unions. It was also prone to geographic agreements rather than shop agreements, which muddy the 
relationship between discipline and self-organization. Perhaps more than any other union, the ILGWU made 
sure to adhere to the law and legislation as much as possible, and certainly more than other outfits. An 
examination of the ILGWU in wartime Canada would be a work all on its own, but their relatively strict 
internal legalism marks them as an outlier in this period, and so they are relegated to the margins of this 
study. 
 
17 Ottawa Evening Journal, 15 August 1942. 
 
18 Ottawa Evening Journal, 15 August 1942. 
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was not met with the normal vitriol directed at public employees. The gender norms 

relating to their revulsion regarding hygiene and entomological concerns protected them 

to a degree. 

 Another difficulty is that most of the interviews done by the government on 

wartime strikes were destroyed shortly after the war, so raising women’s voices from 

those records is difficult, as few newspapers interviewed women for their point of view. 

The last main reason is because women were rarely prosecuted for their participation in 

wartime strikes, which meant that the court records are remarkable for the absence of 

women, either as leaders or as strikers.19  

 A major strike in Toronto in 1941 is notable in this regard. In early June 1941 

workers at two Toronto General Electric plants organized with the United Electrical 

struck their plants.20 The plants were engaged on important wartime work, and the strike 

was declared illegal by Labour Minister McLarty himself.21 After a week on the picket 

line, the workers went back to work under duress. Nevertheless, the Justice Department 

indicted the leadership of the union, and charged them under the IDIA. The state acted 

relatively quickly, and picked up union organizer Clarence Jackson under the DOCR and 

interned him in a rather egregious abuse of power.22 Other leaders were rounded up as 

                                                
19 One notable exception is women who were arrested on picket lines for violence or obstruction. The 
ILGWU is particularly notable in the presence of its female members in this regard. 
 
20 Windsor Star, 6 June 1941. 
 
21 London Free Press, 7 June 1941. 
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William Repka and Kathleen Repka, Dangerous Patriots: Canada’s Unknown Prisoners of War 
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well, and taken to trial. JL Cohen was retained by UE, and he kept some of the transcripts. 

In the transcripts, Cohen critiques the court and the IDIA in general. Both Cohen and the 

prosecutor noted that this was the first case ever tried under the IDIA, and the act had 

little or no jurisprudence tied to it. The IDIA was declared invalid in 1925 by the Supreme 

Court, as the court found that it wandered too deeply into provincial matters, but King 

resurrected its corpse under the DOCR. 

 As the court proceedings moved on, it came to light that although around 600 

workers had struck the plant, only the union leadership was being charged. However, the 

executive was comprised of seven members: six men and one woman, Mary Fortune. 

There had been women on the picket line, and the UE local had a woman on the 

executive.23 As was generally the case during the early war, newspapers only noted the 

hundreds of “men” on strike.24 After an opening arguments, the prosecutor was pressed by 

Cohen on why Fortune was not at the arraignment. Prosecutor German broke down and 

exhaustedly proclaimed  that the state had given him direct “instructions not to prosecute 

the women.”25 Internal stability, the ‘wholesomeness’ of the family, and Victorian gender 

norms had to be upheld above all. If women saw other women being prosecuted by the 

state for attempting to better their lives through direct action, capital and the state could 

lose ever more ground on the industrial front. The state had spared Fortune in particular, 

                                                
23 For more on women in United Electrical see Julie Guard, “The ‘Woman Question’ in Canadian 
Unionism: Women in the UE, 1930s-1960s” (PhD diss., Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 1994); 
and Julie Guard, "Fair Play or Fair Pay? Gender Relations, Class Consciousness, and Union Solidarity in the 
Canadian UE," Labour/La Travail. 37 (Spring 1997), 149-77. 
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25 LAC, JL Cohen Fonds, 26-2873, Rex vs. Michael Joseph Martin, et al. 
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but others, particularly militant anti-fascists, saw less sympathy. Refusing to take women 

to trial combined with a broad-based campaign of censorship tried to assure women that 

perhaps they were alone in taking action. Cohen may have quipped that it was “nice that 

the age of gallantry left some traces,” but this also speaks to the fact that women are 

written out of history in diverse ways.26 As CLR James reminds us, “the home stands in 

contrast to all other capitalist institutions as the last stronghold of pre-capitalist isolation,” 

and it seems that there was a committed desire to maintain that isolation aesthetically and 

intellectually, if only in the minds of the public.27 

 When Britain declared war in 1939, the Great Depression cast a long shadow on 

women’s workforce participation in Canada. Women had long had positions as wage 

earners since the imposition of capitalist social relations on particular geographies. The 

creation of the ‘family’ had forced mothers in particular, and procreative units in general, 

in the grotesque position of recreating new proletarians at their own cost.28 By the onset of 

the second great slaughter the benefactors of humanity’s exploitation, employers, had 

long shed the social and economic costs of procuring new workers – this new family scam 

they had simply did it for them. Almost all costs of proletarian reproduction were now 

externalized.  

 Workers themselves now had to pay for their own reproduction, and through 

widespread taxes, the draft, public education, and those who used proletarian bodies with 

                                                
26 LAC, JL Cohen Fonds, 26-2873, Rex vs. Michael Joseph Martin, et al. The men were convicted and 
forced to pay a fine of $50 per day on strike, the maximum allowable under the act. Cohen later got the 
ruling overturned.  
 
27 CLR James, “On the Woman Question: An Orientation,” 1951, Marxist Internet Archive. 
 
28 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (New York, International 
Publishers, 1972). 
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impunity paid little to nothing for the privilege. In capitalist Canada in particular, the 

position of women as wage earners was weakened by the Great Depression, and women’s 

labour force participation was driven low, eventually standing at barely 20%.29 These low 

participation rates were largely involuntary, and most women who remained employed 

were pushed ever downward into occupations that were poorly paid and far from 

desirable.30 It is little wonder that women were ready for the conflict to improve their new 

employment, as they had been forced into hated domestic service and were ready to fight. 

The early war period was still marked heavily by the Depression. In September 

1939, at least 900,000 Canadian workers were still unemployed, out of a total working 

population of 3.8 million.31 Of these unemployed, at least twenty percent were women. 

For the women in the workforce, at least a third were in domestic service, notorious for 

poor pay, demeaning, often cruel conditions, and repetitive tedium. Due to mass 

unemployment, women were not pressed as a reserve army of labour until unemployment 

became an issue in 1941, and workers started to leverage their power on a national scale. 

Much of Canadian scholarship on women pertains to this later period, of 1942/3-1945, 

when the National Selective Service pushed women into waged labour.32 However, the 

period leading up to the “womanpower” surge is full of dramatic episodes of women 

taking action to better their lives. Their stories have been obscured for many reasons, not 

                                                
29 Pat Connelly, Last Hired, First Fired, (Toronto: Women’s Press, 1978), 78. 
 
30 Wayne Roberts, Honest Womanhood: Feminism, Feminity and Class Consciousness Among Toronto 
Working Women, 1893-1914 (Toronto: New Hogtown Press, 1976), Chapter 2. 
 
31 Pierson, They’re Still Women, 9. 
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the least of which being that they were rarely members of unions, or if they were, were 

seen as ‘junior partners.’ Nevertheless, the war is full of sharp examples of women not 

merely demanding, but forcing improvements. 

 The war did not get off to an auspicious start for gender solidarity. The first major 

strike action involving women during World War II was in Cornwall, Ontario, at the 

Courtaulds Rayon factory. On 21 October 1939, around 1000 men and “some women” 

walked off the job at the factory. It seems that only the men were organized into the 

union, with women either uninterested, or more likely, uninvited.33 Now, the employer 

stated that it was only one thousand men on strike, and it does seem to be true this strike 

was split by gender in at least some way. Yet women were as not absent as the employer 

and the newspaper attempted to show, and these forces combined to actively hide 

women’s involvement in the strike, even to make it look like the women were scabbing as 

a coherent unit. However, this line of argument obscured as much as it revealed, and was 

deeply self-serving. Telling the men that “the women” were crossing the lines, and telling 

“the women” that they had no business with organization was a good way to further 

alienate women from the union, and from themselves.34  

The propaganda seemed to have some effect; the women largely did not join the 

strike until the second day of action. The workers at Courtaulds had a collective 

agreement in place that did not expire until 10 September 1940, so this was an in-contract 

strike.35 For the 1850 workers, the prevailing rates of pay were $0.30/hour for women, 

                                                
33 The union records for this strike are lost or never existed. 
34 Montreal Gazette, 23 October 1939.  
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and up to $1.00/hour for men. Originally, it was largely the male members of United 

Textiles Workers (Local 3) who struck the factory demanding a ten-cent increase for all 

workers, inclusive to the roughly 850 women employed at the factory. These early strikers 

demanded a reduction of hours to make the 44-hour workweek optional and an end to 

compulsory work on Saturdays.  

 The strike began at 09:00 when the male workers in the plant staged a sit-down 

strike. Their compatriots on the outside, including many women, set up pickets. The 

Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLC) quickly argued that the sit down strike was 

not a “sit down strike,” but a “protest,” and perhaps even a lockout. The artful language of 

the labour movement continued apace, despite the clarity of reality. At 15:00 when the 

regular shift ended, the sit down strikers were asked to leave and demurred, leaving only 

when the manager noted that the “chief of police and several constables” had entered the 

factory.36 Like in so many other cases, even the management was coy about actually using 

the term “strike.” The owner told a reporter that “there is definitely no lockout, and as far 

as we are concerned there is no strike…we have not been notified by the union that a 

strike has been called, although there are some pickets around the gates.”37 The union was 

equally evasive, calling it “a lockout for want of a better word” because although the 

“workers could return” once they were inside they would have to work under prevailing 

conditions, and “the men do not wish to go back on those terms.”38 
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 The strikers originally attempted to restrain the “girl employees” from going to 

work, but after some debate they were “permitted to pass through the lines.”39 Arthur 

Laverty, a negotiator from the TLC, quickly set up a six-man committee and sat down 

with the employer to negotiate a new wage scale. This strike is, again, evidence of how 

collective bargaining and contracts were negotiated in the period before PC 1003 and the 

Rand formula. Workers were free to sign agreements, but when situations changed, they 

were also free to decide to strike to either enforce their agreements, or demand new ones. 

The sacrosanct nature of the contract was not so sacrosanct at all, even within the so-

called conservative unions of the AFL affiliated TLC. Further, in this early strike we see a 

common trope regarding female workers, namely disagreement between management and 

workers on whether the “girls” were involved in the “protest.” The union claimed that 

women were involved, while the employer argued that “some girls had worked overtime.” 

The fact that they were nearly half of the workforce and helped to largely shutter the plant 

is written out of the record, their activity and contributions are sidelined by evidentiary 

bias. Even the language that the newspapers use writes women out of their own story. The 

sentence “of the 1850 workers employed by Courtaulds, about 1000 are men,” is far from 

an isolated one.40  

 After a closed-door union meeting on 22 October, the workers agreed to return to 

work the following day. Although the agreement was not divulged at the time, the union 

agreed to a laddered increase of 5 percent in both November and December. Both male 

and female workers got the increase. Men and women won the strike, even if the 
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conditions of victory remained manifestly unequal, as the women almost always made far 

less money. However, the union certainly won some converts amongst the unconverted 

female staff by not simply ignoring their wage demands to bolster those of the men. The 

first major strike involving women was certainly a victory, albeit one with women 

involved as a minority in the workplace, which was so often the case.41 Women as a 

junior partner was far from a monolithic trend throughout the war, although the presence 

of a union tended to relegate their shop floor power to men. During the early war, there 

were few strikes for equal pay; those tended to emerge as the war progressed, 

unemployment plummeted, and women took up more jobs deemed traditionally male.42 

But the Courtaulds strike exhibited many trends that dovetailed other industrial activity 

during the war that concerned women: short duration, lack of union sanction (or at the 

least tepid support for the strike itself), striking within a contract, either the union or the 

employer finding creative metaphors for the term “strike,” a lack of clear union 

membership, and ultimately a successful strike despite wage controls and the state’s 

arsenal of disciplinary legislation. These trends would haunt Canada’s employers 

throughout the war. 

 As 1939 drew to a close another major strike by women was called at the Watson 

manufactory in Brantford, Ontario. Like many snap strikes during World War II, the 

strike at Watson was called not only without union sanction, but without a union. The first 

                                                
41 Although women were well represented in industry, they rarely made up the majority of the workforce, 
and were “politically and socially isolated” on the shopfloor. Wayne Roberts, Honest Womanhood, 11. 
 
42 By 1942 the government was forced by industrial action, that “equal pay for equal work” was going to be 
a necessity on many government contracts, if only to keep attracting women into the workforce, and to keep 
male workers from having their wages depressed. However, it would never come to be. Labour Gazette, 
1942, 996. 
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wave of strikers, 350 “girls,” declared that they had no “connection with either the 

American Federation of Labor or the CIO.”43 On 1 December women at the Watson 

Knitting factory utilized the popular theme of war egalitarianism to demand a blanket 15 

percent wage increase for all workers as a “war bonus.”44 With a prevailing wage of only 

$7-$15 a week for “girls” ($11-$15 for “boys” and $16-$21 for “men”) the strikers were 

well motivated to strike, especially as they were working, by the firm’s own admission, 

40-55 hours a week.45 When the manager refused to comply, a committee of 30 women 

went out to the floor at 07:00, explained the situation, and all 350 women simply sat 

down. Although they planned to occupy the factory floor until a settlement was reached, 

management convinced them to leave, and come back to work the next day when they had 

settled down. The next day, rather than returning to work, the women convinced 130 men 

to join the strike, as well as “shipping, stock, and maintenance workers.” In this early 

instance, the men followed the lead of their more militant and self-organized 

companions.46 Indeed, the women had organized an industrial union on their own, and 

enacted a full strike with a hard picket line. Management attempted to negotiate higher 

piece rates with the women, but as “that would not apply to everyone” the workers let 

solidarity win the day and demanded a simple wage increase. Having organized a strike, 

they quickly organized a picket line, and “a crowd of more than 400 remained outside the 
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44 Brantford Expositor, 2 December 1939. 
 
45 S&L, 39-154. 
 
46 Toronto Telegram, 2 December 1939. 
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mill, booing loudly anyone who entered or left the premises, and waving to department 

heads still in the mill to join the crowd.”47 

  The picket line held, despite the lack of formal organization. Only non-production 

office employees and department heads were at work. Saturday negotiations were 

unsuccessful, as the women refused to move on their demands for a 15 percent increase 

and the imposition of time and a half for overtime. The strikers staffed and erected 24-

hour pickets. The labour movement quickly took notice of the impressively organized 

strike. Leonard Lear, the secretary of the local Trades and Labour Council, came to the 

line and dispensed advice to the workers. Other union locals dropped by with “deep 

thermoses of coffee” for the strikers, and a local confectionary donated tea; these helped 

stave off the chill of a December strike, a horror that makes itself felt particularly at 

night.48 Secretary Lear contacted the United Textiles Workers of the TLC, and the UTW 

sent an organizer to Brantford. Two days later 450 strikers voted to organize “with” the 

UTW, and organizer Arthur Laverty promised to continue the strike until until there was 

an “honorable settlement.”49 

 Although local unions had stood with the strikers on the picket lines, now that the 

Watson workers were formally organized, the broader labour movement quickly came to 

the aid of the strikers. In a reversal of gender roles, the Railwaymen’s Union paid for 

coffee and sandwiches, and the local TLC district council gave active assistance.50 As the 
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49 Toronto Telegram, 7 December 1939. 
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strike continued, a committee was struck to ensure that families remained fed, and that 

nobody was evicted.51 Other employees of the parent company (Penman’s) donated 

money, as did local unions.52 However, the UTW contacted Ottawa to get a labour 

conciliator involved. The UTW was formally in charge, and was in no mood to 

countenance an illegal strike. Rather than have the workers fight it out on the picket line, 

the union wanted to move the fight indoors, to leave the bargaining to the professionals. 

Even though the picket line was new and strong, and the city had provided a “shanty” for 

the picketers, the UTW brought in state conciliation officers, who conveyed the 

employer’s offer not to the strikers, but to a committee.53 The committee summarily 

rejected the offer, but the beginnings of an undemocratic bureaucracy were starting to 

emerge.  

 On 13 December, with the strike entering its second week, the company attempted 

to break it. Watson’s announced that they would allow 30 percent of the workers back, 

not to work of course, but to “clean up” and “maintain production” for when the workers 

came back. What had started as a sit down strike by a few hundred non-unionized “girls” 

had turned into a massive strike, involving dozens of different labour organizations, local 

government, and the strikers themselves. Over four hundred and fifty strikers showed up 

at 08:30 in the morning when the “clean-up crew” was to be hired, and formed a 

“phalanx” of strikers. No worker crossed the line.54  
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 The strikers built a relief centre near the plant, and held a “euchre and dance” 

night to raise money. Meanwhile, the relief committee continued helping families in 

need.55 But as the strike lurched towards Christmas, the mood turned dour. Strikers 

pleaded for money and aid, as there would be “no Christmas” without it.56 Increasingly 

desperate, the strikers reached out to the mayor and city council for help, but the mayor 

only offered to mediate the dispute.57 As the strike progressed, so too did the horizons of 

the strikers. Apart from local solidarity, they had reached out beyond the textile workers 

in London, and they were discussing joint action, even sympathy strikes. The Brantford 

strikers also sent out appeals to labour bodies across Canada for help, and had managed to 

win the “backing and sympathy of every labour group in Canada.”58 At a union meeting in 

London, Arthur Laverty noted that the outcome of the Brantford strike would have “a 

direct bearing on the future of all textile workers.” It was self-organized, led by women, 

and in an industry where wages were low, conditions were poor, and workdays were both 

difficult and outrageously long. 

 On 26 December Norman Hipel, Ontario’s Minister of Labour, toured the city and 

the picket line with his chief conciliation officer, Louis Fine. After conferring with the 

management at Watson’s and the union, Hipel imposed a settlement. The workers 

received a 5 percent increase in wages, time and a quarter for overtime over 40 hours, and 

a no-discrimination clause on return to work.59 Although the workers did not gain 
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everything that they wanted, they certainly showed what a group of determined people, 

with little experience and no formal organization, but a great deal of informal 

organization, could achieve. This was especially true with working class solidarity to 

bolster their action during the more difficult times. This strike is notable because it began 

without formal organization, but after the workers evidenced that they could form a 

bargaining committee, launch a sit-down strike, and then form a strike committee with 

concrete demands, the labour movement quickly picked them up, as all of the organizing 

had been effectively done before. This pattern would hold until PC 1003 made organizing 

moderately easier and legally enforceable. Arthur Laverty, far from an organizer par 

excellence, was really a something of a mop-up artist in this instance, and this is often true 

for most CIO organizers, at least until until PC 1003 made their jobs much easier.  

 A common theme within the early wartime strikes was that they lacked formal 

union sanction. In Winnipeg, at the Canadian Sportswear Company, 18 women and two 

men walked off the job on 12 September, 1939. They alleged that the company was 

“chiseling” their piecework, by attempting to insert union-listed items into a non-union 

wage scale, thus lowering wages. When the union chairwoman noted her opposition to 

this, the company moved her from her sewing machine and had her cut cloth, a lower paid 

job.60 In response, 20 workers walked out, killing production. The strike forced the 

company to agree to stopping the practice, and the employer promised not to discriminate 

against union representative(s), returning the chairlady to her previous position. The 

workers, sensing weakness in the employer, further pushed for a $1 a week increase for 
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cutters and an increase in piece rates. The employer acquiesced, and the workers made 

immediate gains despite their contract.  

 The workers enforced and even strengthened their contract not through arbitration 

or a grievance procedure, but through direct action that they themselves decided upon in a 

snap meeting on the shop floor. When the Department of Labour contacted “Mr. Vassil,” 

the business agent of the TLC affiliated United Garment Workers Union, he said that 

rather than a strike this was more a process of “passive resistance,” and that “the 

unauthorized cessation of work for half a day might and sometimes does occur without 

coming to his attention.”61 Vassil was not simply lying to throw the Department or evade 

discipline. There was no way, in this timeline, where the local could have contacted their 

district leadership. The job action was fruitful. By ignoring the mandatory ‘cooling off’ 

period, direct shop floor democracy and the immediacy of the strike lent significant power 

to the female-majority, and female-led, action. 

 Many women went into the ‘non-traditional’ labour market, especially during the 

last phase of the state’s attempt to deal with the transition to full employment (1941-

1943). Nonetheless, women were still over-represented in the generally demeaning and 

poorly paid ‘traditional’ realms of female work. Women workers remained subject to 

direct and intensive oversight combined with gendered work-life disciplinary regimes, all 

wrapped up with a bow of low wages. Domestic work and non-military nursing were two 

of the most egregious examples of this labour, and of all the women in these occupations, 

most left for other employment rather than take action to better wages and conditions. 
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Nursing in general and hospital employment in particular was often an onerous 

occupation for women.  

 Women’s work in hospitals came with strict morality clauses, including non-

marriage agreements.62 Such conditions were exacerbated by on-site lodging that was 

often concomitant with obsessive oversight. Moreover, hospital workers had the onerous 

burden of being ‘doubly female.’ Workers were expected to fulfill never-true Victorian 

notions of maternal caring, to fulfill their biologically determined drive to care and 

serve.63 Simultaneously they were supposed to be excessively submissive to the directives 

of authority and power, as befit their sex and station. As the institutions of health care 

emerged from the dual pillars of military and organized religion, hierarchies were strict 

and hardened indeed. When the church was involved, there was an added element of 

confessional control and supervision. Female hospital staff performed their duties under 

the onerous conditions of constant personal surveillance and discipline necessitated by 

their ‘child-like’ state. Therefore, any job action taken by hospital staff was not merely 

anti-patriotic and an affront to the church, but an illegal action that defied secular law as 

well. Strikes were a manifestation of the modernist war on womanhood that so scared the 

clergy and explicitly patriarchal elements within the state and capital itself.64  

                                                
62 For a historiographical overview of nursing see Veronica Strong-Boag, “Making A Difference: The 
History of Canada’s Nurses,” CBMH/BCHM, Volume 8 (1991), 231-48. There is only a very limited 
historiography relating to hospital staff who were not nurses, administrators, or physicians. It should be 
noted that the onerous restrictions on nurses and other female staff were greatly reduced during the war due 
to employment shortages and workplace agitation. 
 
63 Cynthia Toman, An Officer and a Lady: Canadian Military Nursing and the Second World War 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2007). 
 
64 However, women in Quebec had been organizing with the Catholic unions since the 1930s, as it fit in 
with their corporatist vision of society. CSN Education Committee, The History of the Labour Movement in 
Quebec (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1987), 133-134. 
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 There are two particularly explanatorily useful examples of strikes by female 

hospital staff in Toronto and Hamilton during the war. In both instances, the outcry from 

the public came loud and fast, and in both cases the hospital “maids” were attacked 

viciously in the press, a situation any member of a fighting nurses’ union would be well 

acquainted with.65 On 23 September 1940, thirty-three “girls” employed at the St. 

Joseph’s Hospital struck in Toronto.66 With no union and little support, the women 

nonetheless took direct action in a bid to better their material conditions. Like most 

workers, they wanted higher wages, a better work environment, respect on the job, and 

some control over their living conditions. For these women, all were particularly woeful. 

A Globe and Mail reporter interviewed one anonymous striker, who noted that their 

monthly wages were only $25/month if rooming out, and $22/month if rooming in at the 

hospital. As the striker said “we couldn’t live on what we were paid, and didn’t get 

enough to eat.” Broken down, these wages were actually below ten cents an hour, and far 

less than the $12.50/week minimum wage for women.67 The hospital filled out its strike 

form after the DoL pestered them to do so, and the women were correct in the assessment 

of their wages. They were paid either $22 or $25 per month, to work 8 ½  hours a day, 6 

½ days a week.68 For $25, this was less than half of the newly minted minimum wage for 

                                                
65 After the successful strike in Hamilton, the director of the hospital said “the patients come first and 
through the assistance given by women volunteers [strike breakers]…and supervisors we were able to 
maintain essential services.” This passage should ring quite familiar for anyone who has ever been involved 
with a hospital or caregiver’s union. Hamilton Spectator, 16 May 1942.  
 
66 Ottawa Journal, 24 September 1940. 
 
67 Globe and Mail, 24 September 1940. 
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women. They demanded a five-dollar increase in wages, and one full day of rest instead 

of a half day. 

 The women on strike argued that the strike was a “long time developing,” and that 

neither the “Sister Superior” nor supervisor M.J. Brown would listen to their complaints, 

let alone act on them. Apparently cribbing his notes from the book of every employer in 

the history of Canadian strikes, supervisor Brown placed the blame firmly with “two 

foreign born agitators” who were intent only on “trouble-making.” Even worse, the two 

were Ukrainians, and therefore almost assuredly biological communists.69 Instead of 

bargaining with his workers, Brown simply fired and replaced them. There was no outcry 

from the labour movement, let alone the recently cowed Ukrainian left, which were, to be 

fair, in no position to fight back.70  

 In Hamilton, other non-unionized hospital workers were suffering under low pay 

and poor working conditions. In 1940 unemployment was still relatively high, and 

replacing semi-skilled labour was still possible. At the Hamilton General Hospital 58 non-

unionized “maids” threatened to strike unless they received a $5/month increase in wages. 

The mayor and the hospital management replied that they had no money to “legally” meet 

the demands of their employees.71 The city agreed to a wage increase some two weeks 

before under threat of job action, but had rescinded their offer, hoping that their workers 

would simply forget about their grievances and go back to work. In the meantime, the city 
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71 Hamilton Spectator, 12 May 1942. 
 



 - 244 - 

had applied directly to Mitchell Hepburn for a conciliation board in a bid to prolong 

labour peace. Mayor William Morrison continued that the city was not allowed to run a 

deficit by law, and the Ontario Municipal Board controlled any access to budget spending, 

especially relief spending. In fact, Morrison was essentially correct in his assertion that he 

was “tied, hand and foot” by the province.72 The government of Ontario did not allow for 

deficit spending in its cities, and came down particularly hard on Toronto and Hamilton, 

who had both attempted to increase hospital spending through municipal measures.73 

 With no increase on the horizon, on 13 May 1942 58 women struck the hospital. 

Like so many other women in this time, they did not have a union, and received little 

support from the wider labour movement. The nurses in the hospital, also unorganized, 

“volunteered” to do their custodial work for the day, but the nurses were overworked as it 

was.74 Lacking other recourse, the hospital had the state step in to break the bargaining 

position of the caretakers. The Canadian Women’s Voluntary Service (CWVS) enlisted 

recruits to take the jobs of the striking workers, while hospital leadership desperately tried 

to negotiate with T.B. McQuesten, the minister of municipal affairs in an effort to procure 

bridge funding for the city.75 The strike was serious enough that city controller Nora F. 

Henderson demanded a meeting with Premier Hepburn over the issue. 

 The women were making $30 a month if living at the hospital, and a further $7.50 

if “living out.” The total cost for increasing the wages of the strikers, and all others at 
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their pay rate, amounted to $8,400 a year, a small sum even then. Nevertheless, the 

newspapers were not concerned with the impoverished wages of the strikers, but with the 

“cheerful” demeanour of the volunteers and their sacrifice for the war effort.76 As the 

strike wore on, the mayor seemed unworried about raising wages. With the punch of 

withdrawing labour pulled by the state, the striking women were in a bad corner, and the 

mayor noted that he stood “for the reduction of the tax rate and will always take that 

stand,” the wages of the people in his employ notwithstanding.  

 As it turns out, in 1942 one could not replace an entire workforce. The following 

day, the province granted Hamilton’s request and the workers were immediately awarded 

a $5 increase in monthly pay and an 11% COLA.77 Their wages were still abysmally low, 

and the number of hours they worked remained more than the Canadian average, but they 

had won their demands.78 The board was not giving cities carte blanche to simply 

increase relief payment and take on debt, however. The province allowed the city to pay 

their workers the $8,400, but did not say how it could, or would, pay for it. Notable in this 

instance is that a group of non-unionized women, working in the lowest paying and 

“lowest skill” job in a hospital, had overturned policy set to stymie exactly these sorts of 

measures. Not only had they beaten their employer and gained wage increases even for 

those not on strike, they beat their city, their province, and federal wartime wage control 

                                                
76 Both the Hamilton Spectator and the Toronto Telegram regaled the public with tales of housewives 
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legislation. This was surely a good return for three days of direct action from an 

inexperienced, young, and female group of workers. 

 The strike was decried by the mainstream press. The Toronto Telegram was 

particularly and predictably vehement in its denouncement. Despite claiming to be 

unwilling to “enter into the merits or demerits of the conditions of employment in 

hospitals;” it nonetheless continued that “a hospital is an essential service and should not 

be subject to interference from a strike.”79 Only the local labourists responded in defence 

of the strikers, and even they only asked that the Women’s Veterans organization chapter 

lose its charter due to its role in breaking the strike. 

 So what changed between 1940 and 1942 for hospital workers? It was certainly 

not a suddenly enlightened employer or a less repressive disciplinary apparatus. One had 

no qualms about wiping out an entire workforce, and another capitulated to the strikers’ 

demands. The real change was in the demographic conditions of the workforce. By 1941 

the government was already noting that regarding women “numerous applicants had 

found employment at various munition plants, but, where industrial work was available, 

few women would fill vacancies in domestic service, thus the lack of help in hotels, 

restaurants and homes often became very pronounced.”80 Women had spoken, and clearly. 

If given the choice between working in hated domestic service and a dangerous, hot 

factory making actual explosives, they chose the latter nearly every time. The state had 

run out of women to be the reserve army of labour by 1942, and there were no longer 

women willing to work in terrible conditions for low wages. On the road to 1942, 
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however, was a strong group of women who agitated to eliminate low wages in terrible 

conditions instead of simply moving on. 

 In the spring of 1941, a particularly instructive strike was held at the Schofield 

Woolen Company in Oshawa. Although in other circumstances this would be considered 

a fairly customary wildcat cum illegal strike, a few elements elevate it beyond another tale 

of workers’ self-activity. For one, nearly the entirety of the production was war work, 

which was still relatively rare in the early war period. Therefore, the state had the legal 

right to harshly discipline the workers, including fines, jail time, even internment. For 

another, the workers themselves demanded the strike and refused to go back after it was 

declared illegal. Moreover, the local leadership was made up of immigrants and women, 

and the national leadership was firmly against the strike.81 The regional union leadership 

was firmly against striking, and tried at every opportunity to either channel discontent into 

other avenues or prolong the state of peace in return for conciliation.  

 Like many of these women-centric job actions precipitated, the workers were 

mainly female, and the organizers and union bureaucrats mainly male. Nevertheless, the 

more moderate male union leadership was unable to contain or successfully channel the 

discontent of the majority female workforce. The union leader of these particular textile 

workers was Alex Welch, a committed and experienced Communist organizer.82 Lastly, 

                                                
81 That there were two women on the local executive in the Cornwall plant that Scheinberg specifically 
examines seems to cast her statement that “during the war, men occupied all of the executive positions…” 
into some doubt. Ellen Scheinberg. "The Tale of Tessie the Textile Worker,” 177.  
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Kealey & Reg Whitaker, RCMP Security Bulletins: The War Series, 1939-1941 (St. Johns: CCLH, 1989), 
402. 
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and perhaps most importantly, JL Cohen was unable to be present at the original hearing 

regarding the strike. Therefore, an aggressive investigator was able to interrogate strikers 

under oath, and sent the transcript to Cohen. Very few of these interviews transcripts 

survived, so this example is both highly instructive and an unfortunately rare resource 

where the voices of actual workers could be at the forefront.83 Indeed, it is one of the few 

wartime strikes extant where direct and immediate interviews with workers still exists, 

and their testimony paints a telling picture indeed. 

On 1 April 1941 the mainly female employees of the Schofield Woolen Company 

struck their employer for better wages and working conditions against the judgment and 

advice of their union representatives.84 Years of sexual harassment and low pay led the 

women to act, without letting their union, the Canadian Hosiery Workers’ Union 

(CHWU), know. Immediately, MS Campbell, the chief conciliation officer of the DoL, 

telegrammed Michael Harris, president of the CHWU Local 18, ordering him to get his 

workers back on the job. Campbell reasoned that the strike was illegal, as neither the 

workers nor the employer had asked for a conciliation board. He noted that there would be 

serious repercussions under the IDIA if Harris did not take his workers back inside 

immediately.85 The workers were unfazed and refused to comply, despite the best efforts 

by their national leadership. And it was not a coerced response due a few militants. 

During an open air meeting on the picket line, the workers voted to continue their strike 

despite the opposition of their national leadership.  

                                                
83 The entirety of the exchange can be found at LAC, JL Cohen Fonds, 25-2871. Royal Commission to 
Investigate the Strike at Schofield Woolen Company. 
 
84 Schofield Woollen had a workforce of 50 women and 18 men. S&L, 41:39.  
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A week later on 7 April, Campbell again demanded that the employees resume 

work, and that the union must “arrange for employees to return to work immediately.”86 

However, Campbell, with all his power, waited over seven days before telling Harris that 

his “department will have no other option but to take legal action to enforce penalties for 

strike action” if the defiance continued.87 The workers, well aware that their strike was 

illegal, replied that as the “Schofield company does not recognize the conciliation board,” 

the minister should go to Oshawa “himself” to assess the situation.88  

Canada was not a police state; industrial relations were in a state of bureaucratic 

uncertainty. The union and the federal representatives continued back and forth, as in so 

many cases during the war. The state threatened to bring the full weight of its power onto 

the workers, and the workers responded with ho-hum indifference. For those organized, or 

loosely so, workers responded to government warnings almost as if they had a pattern: 

they could not act; they failed to understand the situation; they were in fact locked out, not 

on strike; the leadership simply could not control their workers. In this strike, it was a 

combination of these factors, but on the night of 9 April union leader Harris stated that it 

was “practically impossible to convince the members to return to work.”89 It was not the 

union, but the workers who were the irresponsible party. 

Though the strike was illegal, and the workers were cognizant of the fact, they 

refused to cleave to the demands of government. Instead of backing off, they pressed their 
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demands. Even though CHWU leadership was not in favour of the illegal strike, a mass 

meeting of union workers in Oshawa agreed to pay the strikers’ wages while they were 

out. The labour movement in Oshawa was little moved by the government’s opinion on 

the legality of the strike; the entirety of the union movement in Oshawa maintained its 

support for the workers and their illegal strike. To recap here, an illegal strike led by an 

immigrant with an almost entirely female workforce engaged in 100% war work procured 

the full backing of the unions of Oshawa. Indeed, unions in Oshawa pressed Mackenzie 

King in an open letter that demanded he use his influence to bring about a fair resolution 

to the battle.90 Rather than backing off their demands for higher wages, the striking 

women demanded that the state confiscate the plant and run it as a federal business.91 

Cleaving to their normal argument against rewarding unrest, the government refused to 

become involved in any negotiations as long as the workers remained on the picket 

instead of on the shop floor. 

After eight days on strike, and with the government heavily pressuring the hosiery 

workers to go back into the mill, the workers relented. While mill president Charles 

Schofield was relatively conciliatory when the workers were on the picket line, once he 

had them back inside he quickly changed his arguments. In only a few days the union 

itself became “illegal” in his estimation.92 Further, when the government had finally 

threatened the workers sufficiently to return to work, Schofield, once so publically 

patriotic in his desire to produce for the war effort, asked the DoL if he should “postpone 
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resumption of work for another few days so that [his] employees could have a further 

object lesson” in what errant strikes would precipitate from their employer.93 The 

government was lukewarm to the idea. Schofield pressed for an inquiry into the strike, 

and Labour Minister Norman McLarty always had time for inquiries. So he promptly 

called one.94 

 At the Commission meeting for the Schofield strike, Royal Commissioner John 

Robinette grilled Michael Harris, the president of the union local, without counsel. A 

belligerent and badgering man, Robinette would not postpone the proceedings even for a 

day to wait for Cohen to come, or an hour for the Canadian Hosiery Workers Union 

secretary Alexander Welch to attend to provide substantive aid. Instead, he immediately 

pressed Harris, who spoke English as a second, or third, language, on the matter at hand. 

 Michael Harris was originally Mykhailo Harasynchuk, but had changed his name 

as it “was real long,” and because his “boy got difficulty in the school.”95 He was a 

naturalized British Subject who was born in the territory that later became the Ukrainian 

SSR. The executive committee of the union had three members, Harris as the president, 

Evelyn Hopkins as the secretary, and Amy Sergeant as the treasurer. Harris was evasive in 

answering questions, wary of the clumsy traps that Robinette was trying to set for him. 

Robinette was pushing for the names of strikers to blame, and Harris was adept at 

convenient amnesia and vague answers.  
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 Early in the disposition, Robinette showed Harris a telegram that he had sent to the 

Minister of Labour showing that negotiations had broken down, and that “the membership 

had voted to take strike action.” When pushed on who exactly had voted, Harris only 

replied that “the members of the union” had voted on it. When the commissioner asked 

whether this was a special meeting, Harris responded that “we hold a meeting pretty well 

once a week, we hold a meeting pretty often.” When asked where they held the meetings, 

Harris simply replied that they rented the CCF hall. When the commissioner pushed 

Harris about the vote at the meeting, Harris replied that “they all voted to go on strike, 

except three.” Robinette pushed further about the three. Harris answered, “well, they 

decide to take the strike if necessary.”  

 Without a hall to potentially confiscate, the investigator continued in his quest for 

names. The commissioner asked “who addressed the meeting, who made speeches at the 

meeting?” to which Harris replied, “we don’t make much speeches, well, Welch was 

there.” Alex Welch was the secretary for the CHWU, and as the CHWU was a relatively 

new union, the leadership was vying for a strong dues base to build a stable, even a 

respectable, organization. The only name Harris was willing to give up was Welch’s, and 

according to Harris Welch was the only person who spoke at the meeting. When pressed 

about Welch’s speech, Harris demurred that “the situation is this, he always tried to stop 

us from the strike…he always took this way, to keep the people back from the strike.” 

Like in so many other circumstances, it was the union leadership, even the purportedly 

militant and Communist union leadership, that was trying to get workers back in the 

factory and off the streets. 
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 Harris noted that “every union gained something after strike, so people was 

anxious for strike, it was hard to stop them.” And again we have a similar pattern. 

Legislation made strikes basically illegal, and navigating into a legal strike position was 

difficult, and bureaucratically onerous, to attain. The state attempted to depress wages 

through legislation, but employers could not find workers to work at those wages, or at 

least not for long. So the state attempted to control job mobility, but Canada did not have 

the police or the disciplinary apparatus to enforce these sorts of onerous legislative 

directives.96 However, most union leaders did not want to run afoul of the law, but the 

workers themselves, and in this case the local leadership, simply ignored the law and 

acted, because it was effective. 

 Welch did all he could to stop the strike. Welch pleaded that the union had no 

strike funds, that the workers were inexperienced, needing time “in the union” to learn 

how to be union activists. But these attempts at reasoning with the workers were not 

effective. As Harris pointed out “all the people yell ‘we go on strike, we gain 

something.’” When asked who, specifically, called for the strike (as “somebody must 

have”) Harris rejoined that that he could “not exactly remember suggesting who it 

was…in the meeting pretty near everyone yelled ‘we want a strike,’ pretty near 

everyone…the people work for very low wages.” And again, here we see the makings of 

repercussive labour law. If meetings are open air and voted with hands, there is the 

reassuring impact of solidarity, whereas with a secret ballot there is bureaucracy, and a 

                                                
96 “Far from adopting and implementing a sweeping mobilization agenda, NSS officials presided over a 
loose and localized administrative structure that largely ignored the technically comprehensive and coercive 
prescriptions of official government mobilization decrees. NSS confronted strong, organized, and effective 
opposition from the general population that derailed or diluted many mobilization initiatives in Canada 
during the Second World War.” Michael Stevenson, Canada's Greatest Wartime Muddle, 3-4. 
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firm hierarchy that can be held accountable. In the former, workers are alienated from 

their own direct experience and empowerment. In these situations, even in a formal 

meeting, there is no one to jail, and few to fine. When pressed whether Harris made a 

speech, he answered that “I am not a very good speaker in English, so I don’t make any 

speeches.” 

 Still looking for names, Robinette asked if the rest of the women on the executive 

made any speeches, and Harris noted they did not. Exasperated, Robinette asked if anyone 

made any speeches at all, and Harris responded that only Welch spoke, and not much, 

because he was there to hold “a business meeting, to pay dues and get new members and 

so on...but outside that, when they all yell for a strike we take vote.” And when it came to 

their grievances, there was only one - “Getting better wages.” When asked why the 

meetings failed to bring up bringing in a conciliation officer from the DoL, Harris 

answered that Welch suggested it. Again, the union officials first attempted to stop the 

strike, and when that failed, attempted to channel the energy into a government system 

that was patently anti-worker.  

 A relatively new union led by an immigrant from a group with proclivities towards 

socialism and communism, and two women, with a majority female workforce simply 

stood up to their union leadership, the employer, and the state. As Harris pointed out, 

“you see, people don’t believe much in, they don’t expect nothing, they just expect 

something from a strike…if you don’t strike you don’t get nothing.” And, as is often the 

case, the membership was right. Conciliation officers were more pressure valves than 

actual arbitrators. Without binding authority and an enforcement system they were more a 

way for the state and capital to buy time to figure out how to deal with low 
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unemployment. The state may have banned strikes and capped wages with draconian 

legislation, but workers ignored these obstructions, and forced employers to do the same. 

Without a terror apparatus, such legislation was difficult to enforce beyond selective 

theatrical instances, no matter how brutal, violent, or repressive they were. In this 

instance, we have concrete evidence of the workers simply forcing their will on their 

employer, no matter the gender or extraction of their membership and the opposition of 

their union. 

 The commissioner produced a telegram for Harris, from chief conciliation officer 

Campbell, which told the union that as “the company is engaged in war contracts 

consequently a strike at this time would be illegal,” and Harris noted that he had read and 

understood it. After some evasion, Harris finally told the commissioner that he had 

relayed the information to the executive of the local, and that they read the telegram at a 

union meeting - which one, he was not sure, nor of the time, date, or place. The 

membership, on hearing the threat, responded. Harris argued that his members “know lots 

different places, lots of different unions that was on strike, and gained something and 

another people tell them strike is illegal…it was generally know was lots of strikes before 

was called illegal and people was on a strike and gained something and our members 

believed Campbell, Ottawa, just scare us.” “You thought Mr. Campbell was just trying to 

scare you?” “Well…I say what people thinks.” Again, the membership was correct. 

Campbell was trying to scare the union and their members. The state did not have the 

manpower, the judicial time, the court space, let alone jail space to control its workers. 

The government was running low on options. 
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 At this point Welch finally showed up, and berated the commissioner for asking 

detailed questions, noting that the session was supposed to be “quite informal,” and that 

the questions were quite beyond the scope of what Cohen understood to be the essence of 

the inquiry. Undeterred, Robinette pressed Harris for more information on his opinion of 

Campbell. Harris responded that a tannery in Oshawa had gotten the same telegram from 

Campbell and that “they was on the strike and they gain five cents more…and nobody 

bothered them after that. So our member, our union members believe if we go on we gain 

something.” Robinette asked Harris whether he had gotten another letter that warned the 

union that their strike was illegal. Harris responded that he had, and that he had taken it to 

his membership. Robinette asked whether he called a meeting to discuss it, and Harris 

replied that he had, but “we called meetings and read the letter to the members and asked 

them to go back to work. They say no.” He continued that they held their meetings on the 

picket line every morning, but “as soon as we received the letter to the members, to the 

strikers, and asked them how they like to go back to work. They yelled “no, we don’t go 

back to work until we get something.” When pressed whether they took a vote, an 

increasingly irritated Harris responded “we don’t take a vote when they all scream ‘we 

don’t go to work until we get something.’” Robinette, now also irritated, wondered if he 

heard “any suggestion that they should go back to work?” Harris responded, “no, not a 

one.”  

 Robinette entered the remainder of the telegrams from Campbell into evidence, 

including the ones that warned the strikers of severe penalties for illegal strikes. Harris 

noted that these were all read on the picket line when they came in, but had no effect on 

the strikers. Robinette then continued “so every one of them, the 65 (strikers) fully 
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understood that they were on an illegal strike and were liable to prosecution?” To which 

Harris gave an elusive answer. Then Robinette wondered exactly how the strikers paid 

their bills during this time, and Harris answered that they got “help from different 

unions,” including steel and other hosiery unions, and that anyone “in bad financial 

position got something.” Robinette could not believe that even though the workers knew 

that they were doing something illegal, that they would not simply have gone back to 

work. Harris noted that “Mr. Welch suggest pretty near at every meeting that we should 

go back to work,” but was rebuffed. The commissioner, now incensed and puzzled, asked 

Harris as “the employees were willing to risk going on an illegal strike in times of war, 

with all the penalties that are prescribed, that those 65 people were quite willing to do 

that?” Harris answered plainly that “they always wait to get something different, from 

government or Schofield, to hear some promise, because people get such low wages…for 

16¢ an hour, a girl doesn’t want to go back to work.” When asked whether this was even 

the case if it risked prosecution, Harris replied that “they don’t believe they should be 

prosecuted for demand a better living, this is what was the general opinion. So all what we 

demand was better living, better wages, and people don’t believe to be prosecuted for 

that.” 

 When prodded why the union did not simply use the conciliation board given to 

them by the government, Harris said that they did not trust the government to actually act. 

Giving up on the topic, Robinette finally noted that “the vast majority of the employees 

fully understood that they were on an illegal strike?” to which Harris answered, “oh yes, I 

agree with that.” So informed, Robinette added the final telegram from Campbell into 

evidence, in which Campbell threatened immediate legal action against the strikers. 
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Asked to comment on the mood of the striking women, Harris answered that after reading 

the telegram on the picket line, the crowd answered that “we would rather go to jail than 

go back to work for such low wages.” Flummoxed, Robinette asked that the strikers 

“knew that the plant was engaged in a war order didn’t they?” and Harris answered in the 

affirmative, even though they were merely making underwear for soldiers.   

 Tired of dealing with Harris, Robinette then began badgering Evelyn Hopkins, 

who responded to his questions with short, sharp answers, and closed with “I have nothing 

to say.”97 After finding little more than a sideways glance from Hopkins, Robinette turned 

his gaze to Welch. Welch noted that he would rather wait until Cohen was there to 

represent him. Robinette noted that he had the “right if he want[ed] to exercise it, to 

compel Welch to speak.” Welch acquiesced, under the condition that he would only speak 

to the validity of certain documents. He did so, and the hearing ended. 

 The makeup of the workforce was mainly women, and mainly young women at 

that, ranging in age mostly from 15 to 19. In the eternal cry of the employer the company, 

in their brief to the government, noted that “there was no evidence of any dissatisfaction 

amongst its employees until outside influences came in.” Moreover, the employer refused 

to recognize the union as the sole representative of its employees, and argued against the 

closed shop, calling it “an invasion of the rights of prospective employees of free choice.” 

Nevertheless, the workers did achieve some impressive gains, including an adjustment to 

their abysmally low wages, which were some of the lowest paid to any workers in 

Canada. In the end, their illegal strike launched in opposition to their union won them 

greater control over their work, and an increase in wages. It also won them a non-binding 

                                                
97 Despite much searching, there does not seem to be any additional information about Evelyn Hopkins. 
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government board. The majority report of the government board called for small changes, 

and the union minority report called for wholesale changes and increases in wages. The 

employer then generally ignored the report, as the committees had no real enforcement 

powers, so the workers struck again. At the start of the second round of strikes in 1942 

and 1943, the government had run out of tarmac on stalling wage increases with 

committees and investigations.  

 Not all strikes by women were large affairs in factories, workshops, or hospitals. 

On multiple occasions during the war women struck restaurants for more pay. Although in 

some larger cities there were regional agreements with larger hotel chains, this was far 

from the norm.98 However, one regional strike stood out in Vancouver. In Vancouver, 

women in five different restaurants staged a simultaneous sit-down strike in the summer 

of 1941. They were members of the Hotel and Restaurant Employees’ Union, and HREU 

had just negotiated a regional contract with relatively large weekly pay increases for 

servers, increasing wages from $12 to $15 for dining rooms and $14 to $17 for the 

counter.99  

 Although Canada had not yet reached full employment, wages for women were 

starting to sneak ever upwards despite wage controls, and waitresses were a part of this 

broad movement. The employers had recently signed their contracts, but had not fulfilled 

their obligations regarding pay. Bypassing the grievance system, five restaurants were full 

                                                
98 For more on waitressing unions in general see Dorothy Sue Cobble, Dishing It Out: Waitresses and Their 
Unions in 20th Century America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991); for a limited overview of the 
Canadian situation see Jeremy Milloy, “A Battle Royal: Service Work Activism and the 1961-1962 Royal 
York Strike,” Labour/Le Travail, 58 (Fall 2006), 13-20. 
 
99 Vancouver Province, 29 August 1941. The Secretary also noted that the strike was “only five minutes,” 
when all of the other newspapers noted it was an hour long, and ended only on the capitulation of the 
employer. 
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of workers who struck by lunch, and later supper, sit-down strikes. The union did not 

authorize the strike, but again, it was effective. After about an hour after the second strike 

at supper, employers agreed to attach an extra $3 pay in each workers’ envelope, and a 

bonus of $3 back pay. The formally unorganized strike had won the enforcement of a 

contract with simple direct action. However successful, strikes like these were not 

celebrated, but denigrated by the union leadership. Florence Allen, the secretary of HRUE 

told the Vancouver Sun that “it was not what you would call a strike, and the girls’ action 

was not sanctioned by the union executive.”100 Again, unions were did not support 

unauthorized strikes, or even more identify them as such, even when the workers won. 

 British Columbia seemed to be a rich soil for waitresses’ militancy. Dawson Creek 

saw a strike “for the first time in the history of the northern town” headed by women in 

the summer of 1942.101 Wages in the northern city were low. They started out at $6 or $7 

a week, and topped out around $8. Hours were extremely long, generally at least ten to 

thirteen hours.102 The women wanted a minimum wage of $8 a week, $0.37 an hour for 

overtime, and the eight hour day. Their demands were set in motion after one Rose Raha 

was fired for stealing cigarettes, apparently a practice so common amongst the workers 

that it elicited no response from the RCMP.103  

 The firing sent workers at the Royal Café straight out of the door and into the 

street. After a march about town, the strikers convinced women from the Empress Hotel 

                                                
100 Vancouver Sun, 29 August 1941. 
 
101 Ottawa Morning Journal, 23 July 1942. 
 
102 S&L, 42-210. RCMP Remarks on Dawson Strike, Beaverlodge Detachment, 12 August 1942.  
 
103 The RCMP officer was unworried by the theft. 
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and Wing’s Cabaret to join the strike. Although the original strike pertained to 

reinstatement of their fellow workers, the call had quickly escalated to demands for higher 

wages and a measure of job control. So organized, the waitresses had a “parade” with 

placards and signs.104 However, all three of the restaurants were Chinese owned. One of 

the striker’s placards read “Strike on the Chinks!” showing that direct action was far from 

a barometer for progressive thought.105 The RCMP sat the workers and the employers 

down for a meeting, and hammered out a plan that has been lost to history, but apparently 

satisfied the waitresses. This may be seen as another minor reflection of workers during 

WWII, but the state did not see it as such. The state kept relatively detailed reports on the 

strike, and asked the RCMP to “solve” it as best they could. For the Dominion 

government in 1942, even a minor strike of a few women in a northern hinterland took on 

new, and newly important, status. Indeed, even these small strikes had a bad habit of 

spreading. When eight striking waitresses in Glory Café in Nova Scotia were replaced 

with strike breakers in 1943, 3,500 coal miners walked out in sympathy until they were 

reinstated.106 

 Newspapers in BC seemed to be deeply concerned with waitress strikes, so the 

evidence is relatively rich for such small events. In Nanaimo, waitresses struck the 

Modern Café in July of 1942. After walking off the job they quickly erected a picket line 

                                                
104 Edmonton Journal, 23 July 1942. 
 
105 S&L, 42-210. RCMP Remarks on Dawson Strike, Beaverlodge Detachment, 12 August 1942. Racism 
within the waitressing occupation may have been displaced class antagonism, and had a long career, 
particularly in British Columbia. Star Rosenthal, "Union Maids: Organized Women Workers in Vancouver, 
1900-1915," BC Studies, 41 (1979), 38, 49. 
 
106 The government eventually demanded their reinstatement for the good of the war effort. This strike could 
have also had racial overtones, as the café owner was Chinese. For more on the Glory Café action turned 
massive sympathy strike see Labour Gazette, 1943, 938. 
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in front of their workplace. Although they were already earning the BC minimum wage, 

some recently hired workers were being paid more than the existing staff.107 This 

discrepancy in wages infuriated the more senior employees, and all nine walked out 

demanding the same pay as the new hires. Like many other wait staff, they lacked union 

organization or union sanction for their walkout. On top of equality of pay, the more 

experienced strikers demanded a $2 increase in the wages per week.  

 Even in these low-stakes relationships, the Dominion Government inserted 

itself, and argued that all wage increases must go before a labour board. The workers 

wanted a $2 increase per week, which ran rather afoul of the limits the state had put on 

wage increases. As they were wont to do the state stalled. After examining the situation, 

and not finding a surplus population of eager and pliable workers, the government 

“allowed” for the employer to increase wages again. The state folded in the face of nine 

non-union waitresses. The women won their $2/week increase. Legislation certainly 

attempted to maintain low wages, but calling a labour board only went so far. Eventually, 

someone had to pay more, or else workers simply left their employment.108 

 Like waitressing, clerking was an occupation where women were overrepresented. 

However, clerking in Ottawa for the federal government was in public service, a realm 

long legally off limits for organized labour. Nevertheless, strikes by clerks in the civil 

service erupted in some numbers by 1943. Although the “cockroach strike” above was 

dismissed as feminine fragility in the face of disgusting conditions, there were women in 

the public service who struck for concrete wage increases. On 1 November 1943 36 

                                                
107 Vancouver Province, 22 July 1942. 
 
108 S&L 42:420. Report Re: Modern Café. 23 July 1942.  
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women working at the Department of Finance’s Retirement Fund Branch walked out at 

10:30 demanding promotions.109 They were following in the footsteps of a similar 

walkout two weeks prior by workers in the Dominion Bureau of Statistics, where over 60 

mostly female workers walked out mid-day to demand promotions.110 As rates of pay 

were tied to their status, the women were effectively striking for higher pay, and their pay 

was not good. They made $56 a month plus a $50 war bond, for fulltime work, or $0.35 

an hour.  

 These women not only demanded to be reclassified or promoted, they also wanted 

their pay reflective of the change retroactive to 1 April. “The majority” of the women had 

been working at the Department for over two years, and they thought that such a length of 

service warranted at least an advancement from the lowest grade, Grade One, to Grade 

One-A.111 Moreover, many of them had taken the civil service exam, which meant that 

they these workers were due a promotion to Grade Two, meaning a relatively large 

increase in pay. These women may have been hired as an emergency measure, but by 

1943 these were their jobs. They had expertise, experience, and training. Like other 

workers, they desired to move up the ladder. Yet the government ignored their demands 

for higher pay and clarity on advancement. 

 After “discussing their grievances over the weekend,” when the young women 

returned to work on Monday 1 November they took direct action. They ranged in age 

from 18 to 35, with “a sprinkling of married women among them.” They marched to their 

                                                
109 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 1 November 1943. 
 
110 Montreal Gazette, 2 November 1943. 
 
111 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 2 November 1943. 
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immediate supervisor’s desk, Gordon Gullock, and told him that if he failed to offer them 

promotions, they would walk out. Gullock replied that if they walked out, he would fire 

them all. The women snapped back that they were going to walk and keep “walking until 

our last pair of shoes is gone.”112 The workers did not merely strike; as in other instances, 

they held a parade.  

 The strikers marched first to the Civil Service Commission where they briefly 

picketed, and were granted an interview with commission member and former MP James 

Stitt. He listened to their grievances, but directed them to their own department to find 

raises. Not to be deterred, after the meeting they marched straight to the East Block of 

Parliament to see WC Ronson, the assistant deputy minister of Finance. The workers 

elected three women, EB Summers, G Richardson, and M. Hollington, to take their 

demands to Ronson. The remainder of the squad occupied his office.113 The strike had 

evolved from a parade into an office occupation quickly. Ronson told the women that he 

would look into the matter, and the women went back to work, but “admitted with a grin” 

to the Ottawa Evening Citizen that once back at work “they didn’t intend to do much work 

until some definite action was taken to remedy the situation.”114 Stitt and Ronson held a 

meeting on the same day as the strike. When asking politely was met with silence, direct 

action led the bosses to try to “find a solution” as quickly as possible.115 

                                                
112 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 1 November 1943. 
 
113 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 1 November 1943.  
 
114 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 1 November 1943. 
 
115 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 2 November 1943. 
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 By 2 November the bureaucrats found themselves under further pressure. After 

their one-day strike representative G. Richardson said that if there were no promotions by 

Monday next, the women would “walk out and stay out, and won’t return until the 

Treasury Board gives us what has been long overdue.”116 The women were threatening 

the government with a full, unlimited strike. The Treasury Department did not take lightly 

to being pushed around by some “junior clerks.” They quickly issued an edict stating that 

“absence without leave for public demonstrations” would no longer be tolerated, and 

anyone engaging in such an activity was liable for suspension - or worse.117 The women 

threatened a sit down strike in response. Not wanting to be embarrassed by a small group 

of formally unorganized women, the Department promised swift action on reviewing 

categorization, and only a few days later the strike paid dividends. The government 

agreed to promote all of the women who had passed their examinations to Grade Two 

wage rates, and all others to Grade One-A.118  

 By 1944 31% of women in Canada were employed in waged labour, a number 

unsurpassed until the 1960s.119 Women were active in the labour movement and on the 

                                                
116 Ottawa Evening Journal, 2 November 1943. 
  
117 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 3 November 1943. 
 
118 Ottawa Evening Citizen, 13 November 1943. 
  
119 Women’s labour force participation. 
Year - Percentage 
1938 20.4 
1939 20.6 
1940 21.3 
1941 22.3 
1942 24.2 
1943 30.3 
1944 31.0 
1945 31.4 
1946 22.7 
1951 22.5 
Pat Connelly, Last Hired, First Fired, 78. 
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shop floor, whether organized or not. In the early war years, and in the era leading up to 

full employment, women had been active in their jobs. Whether they were in ‘traditional’ 

occupations, such as waitressing, textiles, hospital staff, and clerking, or forging new 

paths such as in electrical manufacturing, women were active in taking direct action to 

better their lives. This should come as no surprise. A survey from March 1943 of female 

war workers in Toronto clearly shows that women were working for economic reasons. 

Merely 9 per cent of female workers identified “patriotism” as the most important reason 

for their decision to take a job, compared with 32 per cent who cited “personal reasons.” 

Nearly all the rest, just under 60 per cent, cited financial need.120 Women were not 

working because they were caught up in patriotic fervour, they were working because 

they could secure decent employment and a measure of independence, especially outside 

of the hated realm of domestic work. Thousands of women in WWII fought to make their 

jobs better. And they were adroit at it. 

 The courts, newspapers, and employers may not have wanted women to be 

perceived as foot soldiers in the class struggle, but they clearly were. What is important 

here is that a few women were able to beat the state on wage control and legality. That 

they were able to fight against a patriarchal industrial relations regime. There is a still a 

debate whether women made strides during the war towards equality. However, Lotta 

Dempsey argued quite earnestly in Maclean’s that: “You can tell your great-grand-

daughter someday that this was the time and the place it really started; the honest-to-

                                                
 
120 Jeffrey Keshen, “Revisiting Canada’s Civilian Women during World War II,” 248. 
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goodness equality of Canadian women.”121 But there is clearly a history of both 

legalistically formal and bottom-up shop floor organization and action, all led and 

organized by women themselves during the war.  

 During the war seventy-nine percent of Canadians supported equal pay for equal 

work. The unpopular wage gap could only have been actively diminished through direct 

action.122 Begging for benevolence, let alone waiting for magical aid or public pressure to 

be effective was always a failing strategy. Women at work had no compunction in waging 

illegal strikes, of acting without a union, or of attacking capital in the most direct manner 

possible. Such action goes far beyond the simple narrative of women laughing at an 

employer or of “discursive” fightbacks on the job. These were real struggles, and in most 

part, led to real, concrete outcomes. There was no movement as in revolutionary Spain or 

Rosa Luxemburg’s Germany to move the women’s movement on towards a more direct 

path towards full emancipation, but on the shop floor, women made tangible gains by 

their own action, courage, and planning, and often on their terms. Their self-organization 

has been actively forgotten and ignored, and that is an indictment of both the labour 

movement and historians.  

 

 

                                                
121 Jean Bruce, Back the Attack! Canadian Women During the Second World War - at Home and Abroad 
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122 Diane Forestell, “The Necessity of Sacrifice for the Nation at War: Women’s Labour Force Participation, 
1939-1945,” 342. 



 

 

 

Chapter Eight 

 

 

 

 

Women in Quebec: The Myth of the Quiet Worker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 - 269 - 

 With notable exceptions, workers in Quebec before the 1960s have not been 

treated well in Canadian historiography. Whether portrayed as folksy rural workers 

happily going about their days, or the urban poor wallowing in priest-ridden slums, 

workers are too often articulated in pathetic fashion. Rather than seen as a central part of 

the Canadian proletariat, they are all too often treated as somehow apart, drowning in 

some ultramontane morass. Moreover, workers in Quebec are often portrayed as a 

shiftless mass, saved by the Quiet Revolution and the adroit thinking of secular Quebecois 

nationalists. Feminism erupted in the 1960s and saved Quebecois women from the 

clutches of unenlightened thinking, quietism, and the iron grip of domestic life. Emerging 

from this darkness, with secular Francophone nationalists at the head, the unions shed 

their Confessional status and became militant; suddenly a shining light for the rest of 

North American labour. In nationalist historiography in particular, including critical leftist 

writings, history started in the 1960s.1  

This narrative is as obfuscatory as it is incorrect. In particular, women in Quebec 

were active in strikes during World War II. Labour militancy in Quebec has a long 

history. The ‘Quiet Revolution’ emerged from a historical trajectory that included a strong 

history of militancy and effective action, a history that includes members of the 

confessional unions. If the trope of the ‘Quiet Revolution’ has any historical or material 

trenchancy, it cannot be seriously argued that it was an eruption from barren soil.2 

Workers’ militancy in Montreal, still Canada’s manufacturing centre in the 1940s, paid 

                                                
1 Sean William Mills, “The Empire Within: Montreal, the Sixties, and the Forging of a Radical 
Imagination," PhD thesis, Queen's University, Kingston, 2007, 27-36. 
 
2 The standard treatment in English is CSN Education Committee, The History of the Labour Movement in 
Quebec (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1987), chapters 3 and 4. The curious structure, often clunky 
translation, and dearth of analysis and information leaves space for a syncretic addition.  
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dividends for workers. We have already seen that the technocratic wage controls of the 

government were generally inefficient at anything more than rhetorical attempts at ‘doing 

something, anything’ about the potential for inflation and rising wages. However, in 

Montreal this failure was particularly striking. Between 1941 and 1943, income for wage 

earners in the city rose 60%.3 An integral aspect of this increase was owed to women 

earning significantly more than they did before the war. As always, these gains did not 

manifest through enlightened capitalist benevolence, but were gained through concerted 

proletarian self-activity and direct action.  

Although the labour and political scene in Montreal has seen some interrogation 

regarding the war years, scant attention has been paid to the female workforce.4 Workers 

outside of the metropolis have seen even less. If the stereotype of Quebec as an especially 

patriarchal and repressive society holds true, workers would not have made such 

significant gains in wages, let alone caused so much disruption. Women made 

                                                
3  Terry Copp, "The Rise of Industrial Unions in Montréal 1935-1945," Relations industrielles / Industrial 
Relations, 37:4 (1982), 873. For more English language scholarship on the political scene, albeit mainly in 
the form of communist struggles in Montreal during the war see Christine Elie, "The City and the Reds: 
Leftism, the Civic Politics of Order, and a Contested Modernity in Montreal, 1929-1947." PhD dissertation. 
Queen's University, 2015. However, a thorough examination remains Robert Comeau and Bernard Dionne, 
Le droit de se taire: histoire des communistes au Québec, de la Première Guerre mondiale à la Révolution 
tranquille (Montreal: VLB, 1989).  
 
4 A useful historiographic overview of women’s history in Quebec is Andrée Lévesque, “Réflexions sur 
l'histoire des femmes dans l'histoire du Québec,” Revue d'histoire de Amériquefrançaise, 5l:2 (automne 
1997), 271-284. For syncretic histories of women in the labour movement in Quebec see Francine Barry, Le 
travail de la femme au Québec. L’évolution de 1940 à 1970 (Montréal: Presses de l’Université du Québec, 
1977); and MJ Gagnon, Les Femmes vues par le Québec des Hommes - 30 ans d'histoire des idéologies, 
1940-1970 (Montréal 1974). Although little relates to workers’ activity, an examination of the “dynamics of 
the complex relationship between women, work, and the family” in Quebec is Gail Cuthbert Brandt, 
“Weaving It Together': Life Cycle and the Industrial Experience of Female Cotton Workers in Quebec, 
1910-1950,” Labour/Le Travail, 7 (Spring 1981), 113-125; Magda Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal 
Families and Postwar Reconstruction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005); While it rarely deals 
with labour a fine examination of Quebec’s home front during the war is Serge Marc Durflinger, Fighting 
from Home: The Second World War in Verdun, Quebec (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006). In his book he 
claims that there were no strikes in Verdun, which is incorrect. Apart from general labour disruptions, there 
was also an unemployed and relief strike in January 1940. The Canadian Tribune, 23 March 1940.  
 



 - 271 - 

improvements for, and often by, themselves. For women in Quebec, we see the same 

trajectories that occurred in English Canada. Workers did not always achieve closed shops 

or union recognition, but this is barely relevant. Their self-activity procured what those 

things would have procured anyways - higher wages, job security, better working 

conditions, sick days, vacations, and the reinstatement of fired comrades. It was direct 

action that secured these gains, and not stable or entrenched unions or normative 

collective bargaining. In other words, simple, constant, job action, and the fear that 

engendered was effective at making gains. For even the most precariously employed 

among them, women in this patriarchal, anti-worker, and anti-strike society, permeated 

with war frenzy and weaponized patriotism, had a great deal of success with their self-

activity regardless.  

The low wages in the Oshawa woolen mills are instructive here. Canadian 

historiography argues that investment in Quebec was mainly due to low wages. However, 

Ontario also had low wages for women, like the 15 cent/hour norm in Schofield, which 

would have run afoul of Quebec’s minimum wage legislation. In reality, wages in Quebec 

were relatively low in some industries, but as this chapter will show, this trend was not 

uniformly true. However, wages in Montreal were higher than outside in most industries. 

Moreover, women in Quebec tended to be active on a factory and even regional level. 

Boot and shoe makers in Sorel and Quebec City were particularly dynamic.  

Looking at women on strike in Quebec, we find the same general pattern as in the 

rest of Canada, but cast, perhaps, in sharper focus. The war caused a relative increase in 

the bargaining power of workers, and they struck.  The state stepped in, and called a 

committee to investigate the job action. The committee then either granted their demands 
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or did not, and the cycle repeated itself towards PC 1003. We see a significant increase in 

strikes in 1942 and then a significant uptick in 1943, when the state found its well of 

stalling tactics dried up. Therefore, our analysis focuses on these early years. A focus on 

women and women’s action is informative beyond expanding the discourse of gender.5 It 

shows that even though there were particular and specific roadblocks relating to women 

and their work in Quebec, the most marginalized, newest, and exploited workers were not 

complacent. They were able to fight back not only against their employer, but against 

patriarchal union structures, social attitudes about submission, and quietism. The capacity 

for workers to successfully organize themselves even while operating within all of those 

structures is impressive indeed.6  

One interesting aspect of Quebec was that beyond the split of the AFL and CIO 

was the existence of the Catholic unions. As in the rest of Canada, the “militancy” of the 

CIO and “conservatism” of the AFL and CTCC was somewhat overblown.7 Carla Lipsig-

                                                
5 Sean Tucker and Brian Thorn, “Railing Against the Company Union: The State, Union Substitution, and 
the Montréal Tramways Strike of 1943,” Labour/Le Travail, 58 (Fall 2006), 41-70; James Pritchard, “The 
Long, Angry Summer of ’43: Labour Relations in Quebec’s Shipbuilding Industry,” Labour/Le Travail, 65 
(Spring 2010), 47-73; Evelyn Dumas, Dans le sommeil de nos os: quelques grèves au Québec de 1934 à 
1944 (Montreal: Lemeac, 1971). 
 
6 “Until the late 1950s the cohesion of Quebec was ensured by a dense network of social, linguistic and 
politically separate institutions presided over by the Catholic Church, its dependent bourgeoisie, and a pre-
modem nationalist provincial state.” Carla Lipsig-Mummé, “Future Conditional: Wars of Position in the 
Quebec Labour Movement.” Studies in Political Economy 36, Fall 1991, 79. Warranted or not, a classic 
(and foundational) argument disparaging the confessional unions can be found in Stanley Ryerson, amongst 
others, French Canada: A Study in Canadian Democracy (Toronto: Progress Books, 1943), Chapter 10. The 
chapter is riddled with errors of time and place, however, and should be treated with critical scepticism. 
Further, his juxtaposition of his co-called ‘democratic’ unions and the confessional unions does not hold up 
to a high level of scrutiny.  
 
7 For more on the rise of the CTCC see Fernand Dumont, Jean Hamelin, Jean-Paul Montminy, Idéologies au 
Canada français, 1930-1939 (Québec: Presses de l'Université Laval, 1978), particularly Jacques Rouillard’s 
article, 295-315. For the standard treatment of the CTCC in English see Jacques Rouillard "Major Changes 
in the Confederation des Travailleurs Catholiques du Canada, 1940-1960." Translated by Henri 
Malebranche. In Quebec Since 1945: Selected Readings. 111-132. Edited by Michael D. Behiels (Toronto: 
Copp Clark Pitman, 1987). 
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Mummé argues that for the Catholic unions “women's work outside the home was an 

indicator of individual, family and societal failure,” yet we still see women successfully 

organizing and striking within Catholic unions during the war.8 In 1941 CTCC president 

Alfred Charpentier demanded a minimum wage of 35 cents an hour for all employees 

engaged in federal war contracts “regardless of sex,” even though he was personally 

against women working outside of the home.9 The CTCC was also effective at placing 

women in certain provincial positions, and had gotten a women on Quebec’s Minimum 

Wage board by 1941.10 The Catholic unions certainly shied away from militant language 

(publically or otherwise) due to their leadership’s corporatist beliefs, but the workers 

organized under their umbrellas were about as likely to take direct action as any other.11 

Workers tended to wildcat despite their unions, not because of them, and the more 

bureaucratic international unions tended to be much harsher with their denunciations of 

wildcat and illegal strikes than their confessional counterparts. The leadership of the 

                                                
8 In regards to women CTCC chief Charpentier thought that “Le retour de la mère au foyer s'impose pour le 
bien social.” Alfred Charpentier Ma conversion au syndicalisme catholique (Montréal: Fides, 1946), 47. 
 
9 Labour Gazette, 1941, 1250. A former bricklayer originally with the Internationals, Charpentier helped 
organize the first Catholic labour federation in Quebec. His drive during WWI was largely religious, 
nationalist, and local-democratic. In that way, his trajectory mirrors that of other Canadian unionists who 
wanted to emerge from the yoke of American control. Charpentier argued: “Selon ma conception de l'avenir 
du pays, je crois que pour réaliser l'indépendance économique et politique du Canada, le concours de tous 
les facteurs nationaux est souhaitable. Par conséquent, dans nos nombreuses unions ouvrières subissant la 
tutelle américaine, il est plus que nécessaire qu'une transformation soit opérée pour en faire des unions 
franchement et pratiquement canadiennes. Il faut faire d'elles un puissant et véritable syndicalisme 
national…” Alfred Charpentier, Ma conversion au syndicalisme catholique (Montréal : Fides, 1946), 56. 
This is remarkably similar rhetoric to the CCL. Charpentier was a leader in the CTCC from its founding 
until 1946. In that year he was deposed by Gerard Picard, who plays a prominent role in this chapter.  
 
10 Labour Gazette, 1941, 290. 
 
11 The Communist Party had, since at least 1924, thought that the Catholic Unions were prime targets for 
agitation and even capture. LAC, COMINTERN Files, K272-4, 16. Regarding corporatism, at the CTCC 
national convention in 1942 Charpentier argued that “only corporatism and co-operation will be able to save 
the country from state socialism or the dictatorship of monopolies.” Labour Gazette, 1942, 1229. For an 
analysis of corporatism in Canada see Leo Panitch, "Corporatism in Canada." Studies in Political Economy 
1 (1979): 43-92. 
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CTCC were not as effective disciplinarians as their counterparts in mainstream Canadian 

labour. Also, their reputation as barely better than company unions was not earned. In at 

least a few instances, particularly in pulp and paper, employers preferred AFL unions to 

their Catholic counterparts, even going as far as to fire supporters of the CTCC.12  

 The confessional unions may have been “motivated by a desire to increase the 

hold of Mother Church upon the lives of the people and to maintain pure the traditions of 

French Canadianism,” but this is not purely representative of how it functioned 

economically.13 When this project began, the notion that one of the outcomes was going 

to be an increased sympathy for Catholic institutions, no matter how reformed from their 

mythological roots, was not on the list of assumptions.14 However conservative the 

foundation of the CTCC may have been, its members were an active and militant bunch - 

their leadership and Catholic orientation notwithstanding. In 1940 members of the 2700 

striking workers at the Celanese artificial silk plant in Drummondville bombed their 

employer’s factory. When that was not sufficient to get their demands met, they assaulted 

some foremen. While not widespread, such actions were not unheard of, and quickly 

                                                
12 Morton, Working People, 182. Moreover, the Catholic unions lack of infrastructure and bureaucratic 
weakness made disciplining workers much more difficult. In all instances in this chapter we see the union 
leadership trying to get their workers back on the job, and having some difficulty.  
 
13 Harold Logan, The Trade Union Movement in Canada (Toronto: MacMillan, 1948), 580. Towards the 
end of his life, Alfred Charpentier published an extensive, and lengthy, memoir encompassing not only his 
biography, but the history of labour in Quebec itself. Anyone looking for more information on the CTCC 
could do worse than to read Alfred Charpentier & Gérard Dion, Cinquante ans d'action ouvrière: les 
mémoires d'Alfred Charpentier (Québec: Presses de l'Université Laval, 1971). 
 
14 This is not to argue that the CTCC was some sort of progressive organization. Their newspapers 
descended into anti-Semitic tirades at times, and their anti-Communism exhibited a distinctly clownish tint, 
with not a little Judeo-Bolshevist conspiracy nonsense to round out the frame. L’Action Catholique, 11 April 
1943. Fraser Isbester, “A History of the National Catholic Unions of Canada, 1901-1960.” PhD Thesis, 
Cornell University, 1968. 223. 
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sundered any notions that CTCC members were conservative or particularly pliable.15 

Prior to the war they not only eliminated Catholicism as a prerequisite for membership, 

but also expanded what industries and where they would organize. As Fraser Isbester 

argued, throughout the war the union brought their workers “ever more into conflict with 

the standards of the traditional society in which they operated.”16 Further to this point, as 

Nelson Lichtenstein has decisively shown, newly organized unions tended to be more 

active and less prone to ‘responsibility’ than their more established counterparts.17 Most 

women were recently organized, whether with the CTCC or not, so it stands to reason that 

they would be active, and indeed they were. 

 There were other strikes that could be used to emphasize the role of working 

women in Quebec during the war. Space, however, necessitates curation, and these 

examples emphasize workers’ activities, and show the diversity of tactics employed. 

Although tobacco workers, and to a lesser extent shoe and boot workers, in Montreal play 

a prominent role in this story, multiple locations are examined in an attempt to decentre 

Montreal and get a better picture of the workers’ struggle in Quebec. Moreover, this 

tessellated analysis gives us insight into the ways in which different unions were active 

and how that activity played out. It is an interesting list indeed, as all of the major union 

confederations play a part in this story. The CTCC and the AFL are particularly 

prominent in this tale however. Both union confederations have a conservative reputation 

in Canadian historiography, but their members’ actions chip away at easy taxonomy. 
                                                
15 For more on the intense, and eventually successful strike at the Canadian Celanese plant strike in 
Drummondville see S&L 40-59. 
 
16 Fraser Isbester, “A History of the National Catholic Unions of Canada,” 225. It should be mentioned that 
the union form is the primary motivating factor in this conflict, not necessarily the CTCC itself. 
 
17 Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home, 3-4, 110-135. 
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Lastly, this mode of analysis means that we do not see merely formal strikes, but also 

wildcat actions, illegal strikes, two general strikes, and actions taken without unions 

present at all.  

 The enormous tobacco factories of Montreal were mostly staffed by thousands of 

young women. Wages were low, hours were long, and the work was tedious. With so 

many workers concentrated in single factories, the tobacco industry was an early target for 

organized labour. Their road to formal union organization was on a fairly normal 

trajectory. The workers organized themselves, struck against their bosses, and were later 

formally organized by the Tobacco Workers International Union, an American-based 

AFL affiliate. The tobacco workers demanded higher wages and either gained them 

through a snap strike, as in one instance, or in the other were stalled into a labour board, 

which granted them at a later date. This was not a tale of the battle hardened organizer 

working the plant gates, but of seasoned working-class bureaucrats channelling basically a 

fully cooked organizing drive into formal union organization.18  

There were sporadic and failed attempts to organize them throughout the 1930s, 

but none of these produced a stable union base, or even a lasting minority shop 

committee. Not only did tobacco workers lack unionization, but the unions looking to sign 

them up lacked organizers. At the start of the war Canada’s union movement did not have 

serious organizing capacity, and the confederations were in a sorry state, debilitated by 

chronic infighting. Montreal was long the home of tobacco manufacturing in Canada, and 

the war commanded an increased demand for their products. By the summer of 1942 the 

tobacco factories in Montreal were buzzing. Factories were hiring, and workers were 

                                                
18 Terry Copp, "The Rise of Industrial Unions in Montreal,” 868. 
 



 - 277 - 

working long hours, but pay was low. At the WC Macdonald plant, wages were 

particularly stingy. Male workers averaged around $20 a week for a fifty-hour work week, 

and women $13 for the same. This worked out to $0.26 an hour, one cent more than a 

forced labourer in a western Canadian work camp.19 More skilled workers made from 37 

to 44 cents an hour, whereas women had to make do with only 18 to 30.20  

 On a hot summer day, the workers decided to act. Macdonald, like the rest of the 

tobacco industry, was not unionized. Nevertheless, just after lunch on 7 July, 1942 the 

entirety of the work force walked out of the plant. At least 1100 women and 600 men hit 

the bricks demanding better pay and a COLA. Unlike many strikes where women were 

present, the newspapers did not write them out of the story. They did, however, neglect to 

mention that women were leading the negotiating committee, and outnumbered male 

employees by at least two-to-one.21 In fact, women led the strike, women led the 

committees, and women led the demands themselves from the shop floor and into the 

streets. As in the strikes of the previous chapter, the women took the fight to the streets 

themselves, with no demonstrable input or support from anyone. This was not some sort 

of pantomime action or protest, nor was it theatrical in nature. The strike was total, the 

pickets were hard, and the plant ceased operations. Although, in a nod towards settlement 

and conciliation, a small maintenance crew worked within the factory to prevent 

degradation of plant machinery and stock.22  

                                                
19 Montreal Star, 8 July 1942. 
 
20 Montreal Star, 8 July 1942. 
 
21 See, for example, the coverage in the Montreal Herald, La Patrie, Montreal, Le Canada, Montreal, and 
La Presse, Montreal from the period of 8 July 1942 – 11 July 1942. 
 
22 Montreal Star, 9 July 1942. 
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 The workers quickly organized a group of ten women and men into a negotiating 

committee. This diverse group immediately started negotiations with the employer. Their 

chief demand, as was almost always the case, related to wages. Like most strikes in this 

period, the main goal was not union maintenance or solidification, nor the creation of a 

centralized group of control under state sanction, but real and immediate material gains. A 

government conciliator was dispatched to the factory to help channel the employees into 

directed and controlled negotiations with their employer. The company and the 

governmentally appointed conciliator were having difficulties not with demands for a 

closed shop or full union recognition, but “with its female employees as to their desire for 

increased scales of pay.”23 Women stood up and demanded that their workplace 

conditions be improved. Although the government originally wanted to send the workers 

to a Labour Board for conciliation, the government decided rather to immediately accede 

the workers’ demands. With the quick assent of the government, Macdonald agreed to an 

increase of $1.40 a week for women, and $2.40 a week for men.24 Sensing that this was 

all they could get, the workers went back to their jobs the next day; they had beaten the 

employer as well as the wage controls of the federal government, and the chintzy 

minimum wage legislation of the provincial one. A short strike of only a day and a half, 

with no union representation or organization, with women in the majority and in positions 

of leadership, had won the workers an “emergency bonus.”25 They may not have procured 

a closed shop or union recognition, but they had gained a relatively large increase in pay 

                                                
23 S&L, 42-179. Memorandum, 9 July 1942. 
 
24 S&L, 42-179. Form 1-A. At Macdonald the DoL asked the employer whether they were engaged with war 
work, the firm replied that it “depends on the point of view as to whether cigarettes are important or not.” 
 
25 S&L, 42-179. Employer Information Sheet, 15 July 1942. 
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and an immediate betterment of the material conditions. The workers won, but the victory 

conditions were a triumph for the workers more than the union.26 

 The strike, featuring over 1700 employees and significant gains, got the attention 

of other workers in Montreal. The unions noticed as well. The main union that eventually 

organized tobacco workers in Montreal was the Tobacco Worker International Union 

(TWIU), an AFL affiliate since its organization in 1895.27 Although the union was multi-

racial and non-discriminatory on paper, it tended to have white leadership, with women 

and black members forced to the margins. The union was weak in the United States, but 

its main claim to infamy was that it worked out sweetheart deals to get union labels on 

tobacco while conveying few tangible benefits of union membership. Its locals were 

“weak and company dominated” throughout much of its existence.28 However, in the 

closing years of the depression, a new leadership wiped out the old, and it started 

organizing again in aggressive fashion.29 Despite some minor success in the late 1930s, it 

was essentially moribund by the start of the war. Paul Fournier was the general organizer 

of the Montréal Trades and Labour Council, and had spoken to the strikers about the 

                                                
26 The workers at Macdonald would launch another wildcat strike in December 1943. This later action lasted 
ten days, and the wildcat manifest because the employer refused to increase their COLA or meet the wage 
increases won by workers at Imperial Tobacco (the Imperial strike is the subject of the next part of this 
chapter). In the estimation of the union, the employer had broken every promise it had made in the contract 
it signed only six months before. This is the same pattern that the Cherrier munitions plant follows. Wildcat 
strikes breed concessions and a contract, the contract is not followed, which leads to more wildcat strikes to 
enforce the contract. For more on the 1943 wildcat at Macdonald see S&L, 43-30. 
 
27 For more on the TWIU see SB Kaufman, Challenge & Change: The History of the Tobacco Workers 
International Union (Kensington: Bakery, Confectionery, and Tobacco Workers International Union, 1987).  
 
28 Herbert R. Northrup, “The Tobacco Workers International Union.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 
56:4 (1942), 609. 
 
29 Black workers overwhelmingly supported incorporating with the CIO because of their more stringent 
policies opposing racial discrimination, but the leadership demurred. So when the TWIU came to Canada in 
1942, it was under the umbrella of the AFL. 
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benefits of international unionism on their picket line on 7 July. At Fournier’s insistence, 

the TWIU sent up organizer Robert Duvall, the union’s vice-president. He addressed the 

workers at a mass meeting, and speeches were held in Polish, Lithuanian, French, and 

English.30 The workers quickly organized into the new union. 

 The next step in Montreal’s tobacco industry was the massive factory at 3710 St. 

Antoine Street, then as now, Imperial Tobacco’s Canadian home. The factory employed 

just over 3000 workers, at least 2363 of whom were women, mostly young. Workers at 

Imperial, the largest of the factories, noticed the increase gained at Macdonald. Imperial’s 

employees asked for the services of the TWIU in early August 1942, and held a non-

binding plebiscite on representation on 13 August. The plebiscite passed, creating TWIU 

Local 234 at Imperial Tobacco Canada. Following the creation of the local, the employer 

“began negotiations with union representatives in an endeavour to work out a satisfactory 

agreement.”31 Low wages caused some of Imperial’s “most efficient and experienced 

employees” to leave, which led to “more costly production,” due to the inefficiency and 

training required for new employees.32 Even Imperial admitted that their wages were 

“low” compared to other industries, and with a segregated pay structure, low pay fell 

heavily on women. By early September the workers had heard little from their union, and 

were beginning to worry about progress.  

 After weeks of negotiations, on 8 September Imperial told the TWIU that it would 

                                                
30 Terry Copp, "The Rise of Industrial Unions in Montréal 1935-1945,” 868. Copp incorrectly identifies the 
organizer sent from Kentucky as Jean Duval, but this is an error, the organizer sent was Robert Duvall. 
 
31 S&L, 42-315. Letter from Imperial Tobacco Company of Canada Ltd. to McNamara, 15 September 1942.  
 
32 S&L, 42-315. Joint letter to increase wage rates from TWIU 234 and Imperial Tobacco, 8 September 
1942.  
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not meet the workers’ demands for higher wages, offering only a three percent increase.33 

Imperial tried to use the wage control edicts as a bludgeon to beat the acceptance of wage 

stagnation into their employees. They argued that the union “could present their problem 

to the regional War Labour Board” if the paltry increase was not to their liking.34 This 

attempt at deflection had been well used by 1942, and had worn thin, if it ever held any 

appeal for workers at all. Word of the impasse had reached the shop floor, and on the 

morning of 9 September, the workers went out on strike. The strike ground production to 

a halt, and operations ceased.  

 Union officials pled ignorance to the employer, stating that the union heard of the 

strike at the same time as the employer. Montreal Trades and Labour Council president 

Paul Fournier, the leader of the AFL umbrella in the city, stated that the strike was 

“unauthorized,” and that it was a “spontaneous move on the part of the workers who acted 

without union sanction.”35 Never a bastion of militant tactics, there is little in TWIU’s 

history to think that either the union or the MTLC was lying. Indeed, the former raced to 

the picket line to attempt to get their members off the picket line and back to work. In the 

interim, the efforts of the union officials came to naught. The strikers maintained their 

hard pickets and strictly enforced entrance into the plant. Picketers were so numerous that 

they stopped traffic.36 The hard pickets were not an invention of the newspapers. RCMP 

officers complained that “the entire plant ceased operations” and that “those who were not 

                                                
33 Quebec l’Action Catholique, 9 September 1942. 
 
34 Montreal Star, 9 September 1942. 
 
35 Montreal Gazette, 10 September 1942. 
 
36 Montreal Herald, 9 September 1942. 
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in sympathy with the strikers were refused entry into the plant by the picketers.”37 

 The state was not going to simply let this strike walk past its line of legislative 

infrastructure. By 1942 strikes were starting to ramp up in velocity and intensity, and the 

government was running low on effective disciplinary tools for striking workers. Jail or 

internment was not an option beyond politically compromised leadership. Simply 

declaring strikes illegal had proven to be woefully ineffective. Wage and job controls 

were increasingly being ignored by workers and employers. Looking to its arsenal of 

labour control measures, the government tried the one thing it had not yet engaged during 

the war - labour permits. Michael Stevenson’s monograph on the NSS shows that the 

service was generally a bumbling affair, and this attempt at heavy-handedness was 

another instance of this.38 Nevertheless, Stevenson never examines the strike at Imperial, 

the gendered action that the state attempted to use as its petri dish for mass discipline and 

control over labour mobility. For all of the explanation of the failures of the NSS, 

Stevenson never looks at how the state attempted, and failed, to use the NSS as a way to 

break strikes, arguably a central goal. 

 In the case of Imperial Tobacco, the Dominion Labour Department told the NSS 

that as “this strike is an illegal one…in the circumstances employees involved will not be 

free to take employment elsewhere.”39 Instead of the state merely indicating that the strike 

was illegal, they attempted to control the labour mobility of the workers. In fact, this “was 

the first time that these new powers of the selective service authority have been imposed 

                                                
37 S&L, 42-315. RCMP “C” Division Report: Imperial Tobacco of Canada, 9 September 1942.  
 
38 Michael Sevenson, Canada's Greatest Wartime Muddle.  
 
39 DoL press release quoted in Montreal Gazette, 10 September 1942. 
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in connection with a strike.”40 The NSS was informed by the DoL that no work permits 

were to be given to any worker associated with Imperial. Moreover any worker on strike 

was heretofore to be denied a work permit, a draconian measure.41 The newspapers were 

suitably impressed by this idea, noting that from the fall of 1942 on, all Canadian workers 

would need special work permits to procure employment, that workers would be tied to 

specific employers, so different employers would not be allowed to employ any workers, 

or even interview them, without these permits issued by the NSS. The state thought that it 

could simply revamp its Employment Insurance divisions to handle the task, and these 

sweeping new powers adopted only a week prior were quickly put to use in yet another 

attempt to control labour mobility.42 

The capitalist press was impressed with the move by the NSS, arguing that their 

“decision to refuse permits” to “striking employees indicates that something is to be done 

finally about those illegal walk-outs in which union officials, as well as the government, 

are defied.”43 The Globe and Mail was similarly impressed. That paper gleefully noted 

that if “workers are denied any means of earning a living while the strike continues” that 

would be a very good thing indeed. After trotting out the tired argument that because of 

the war “nothing justifies a strike.” The editorial continued that the current apparatuses of 

state control had to be enough to control workers.44 If they were not, ever more 

                                                
40 Montreal Gazette, 10 September 1942. 
 
41Although tested out here and with coal miners, the work permit scheme was a paper measure, and never 
really enforced. 
 
42 Ottawa Morning Citizen, 10 September 1942. 
 
43 Montreal Financial Times, 15 September 1942. 
 
44 Globe and Mail, 12 September 1942. 
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disciplinary measures had to be enacted, or older ones simply enforced with more verve. 

What went unsaid was that all of these measures, so powerful on paper, were being 

routinely ignored by workers and employers alike. 

 It was not only job control that the state and capital was worried about. In the 

1940s tobacco sales were still often regional, and Ottawa was Imperial country. During 

the strike there was a run on cigarettes in the capital, and many tobacconists began to 

ration sales to a maximum of three packets at a time.45 If the threat of a few thousand 

women closing Canada’s largest tobacco factory failed to garner serious attention from 

the bureaucrats in Ottawa, perhaps the ugly horizon of mass nicotine withdrawals would.  

 The potential for mass irritation in Ottawa never came to be. The shutdown of the 

factory forced the employer back to bargaining, and their seemingly steadfast resistance to 

wage increases evaporated. The impasse over wages and the cessation of negotiations, 

however, was be solved immediately. The strike caused Imperial to quickly meet with the 

union, spurned by thousands of women manning the pickets just outside and no 

production within. Moreover, the NSS never got to implement its trial run of rather 

gratuitous social engineering, for the strike had ended too quickly.46 Imperial met with 

union representatives during the strike, and both sides reached an agreement. The 

negotiators took the contract to the workers the following day for a vote. At noon on 10 

September, 1942 workers voted for the contract, with only 4 opposed. The pickets were 

taken down, and by the morning of 11 September nearly three thousand employees were 

back at their jobs producing tobacco products for the domestic, overseas, and war 

                                                
45 Ottawa Morning Journal, 10 September 1942. “Dealers fear heavy run on cigarettes.” 
 
46 Toronto Telegram, 10 September 1942. 
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markets.47 The one day strike produced significant dividends for the workers. Apart from 

an immediate and general five cent increase in wages, they won a 48/40 hour alternating 

workweek, time and a half for overtime, and all day Sunday, and a week of paid 

vacation.48 The COLA would be adjusted upwards over the life of the contract, and the 

contract would be in effect for two years. The bosses maintained a basic open shop, but 

with near full unionization and the inclusion of seniority rights, this was not an existential 

threat to the workers at Imperial. An illegal one-day wildcat strike had taken the employer 

from obstinate to acquiescent, and produced immediate material gains.49  

 Later in 1943 at the Macdonald factory, 1600 workers launched a wildcat strike 

against the employer. The workers were angry that the employer had dragged out paying 

the COLA increases they had promised to enact.50 The union worked in secret with the 

government and the employer to get the workers back on the job, and after ten days they 

were able to, and the employer was forced to finally pay the COLA they had previously 

agreed to.51 Tobacco companies may have thought of themselves as relatively essential 

war work, but in Quebec’s monstrous munitions plants, such questions were far less 

murky. Like the tobacco factories, munitions saw women’s self-activity grow in scope 

                                                
47 La Patrie, Montreal, 10 September 1942. 
 
48 Labour Gazette, 1942, 1133. 
 
49 Of course not all AFL strikes were such quick affairs. In St. John’s (Quebec) on 8 July 1942, a cable and 
fittings shop was struck to protest the firing of fellow workers. A few hours later, Kraft Paper Products, who 
were owned by the same family, was struck in sympathy. Over 200 women and 200 men participated, and 
their strike was quickly deemed illegal by the government. The workers at the sympathy-struck paper 
factory, who made ten cents less and hour than their cable counterparts, added their wage demand to what 
was originally a solidarity action. The strike and sympathy strike both paid dividends, and both groups won 
wage increases. See S&L 42-188 and 42-178. 
 
50 Le Canada, Montreal, 29 January 1943. 
 
51 Secret Memo, 4 February 1943. S&L 43-30. 
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and intensity. 

 One of the most interesting, and largest, strikes of 1942 was at the Cherrier 

munitions plant, a sprawling complex 15 square kilometers in size with over 450 

buildings.52 In early July 1942, Cherrier, the largest munitions plant in Canada, was shut 

down by a strike of just under half of the employees. Although only 4225 of the plant’s 

workers struck, the entirety of the over 12,000 employees were forced to cease 

production, quieting the enormous facility. Montreal newspapers largely ignored the 

strike, probably due to reasons of self-censorship, but it was covered lightly in the Globe 

and Mail. The newspapers failed to understand the strike, but it is important here as this 

production was absolutely central to the war effort, and started (and largely maintained) 

by French-Canadian women. 

 The Cherrier munitions plant was a colossal complex just outside of Montreal. By 

1942 it was the largest munitions plant in Canada, and employed over 9,000 workers 

manufacturing ammunition, bombs, shells, and other heavy explosives. It further had over 

3,000 inspectors ensuring strict quality control.53 With the plant in close proximity to 

Montreal, and with such a large workforce, the three main unions were all looking 

towards the plant with concentrated interest. As in so many other industries, the plant 

already had a company union (the Employees’ Association of Cherrier) that attempted to 

                                                
52 For more on the phenomenon of women working in munitions see Barbara Dickson, Bomb Girls: Trading 
Aprons for Ammo (Toronto: Dundurn, 2015). Like in so many other works on women during the war, 
Dickson does not mention strikes at all - and Cherrier was not the only strike that was launched in women-
majority staffed munitions plants. For a critical engagement of the eponymous television adaptation see 
Joan Sangster, “Bomb Girls, Gender, and Working-Class History.” Labour/Le Travail, 75 (Spring 2015), 
200-210. 
 
53 For more on the Cherrier plant see Pierrick Labbé, “La gestion des ressources humaines dans les usines de 
munitions Durant la Deuxième Guerre mondiale: le cas de la General Engineering Company,” Labour/Le 
Travail, 65 (Printemps 2010), 109–140. 
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keep the three other umbrella organizations out. As of July 1942 the Montreal council 

(AFL) was in the lead in the organizing sweepstakes. However, the AFL affiliates did not 

have anything close to a majority, and there were significant pockets of Catholic and 

CCL/CIO support. Unlike the tobacco industry, wages for munitions workers were not 

low. As in most plants, the wage scales were bifurcated by gender. Men made at least 55 

cents an hour, and women took home 37 and a half cents at a minimum.54 These were not 

the worst wages extant for women, but they were barely above the 35 cent national 

minimum that the CTCC was advocating regarding war work. With such a large plant, 

there was a long list of complaints, with low pay for women situated firmly at the top. 

 Small job actions had long stirred plant workers. Though wages were relatively 

high, the work was dirty and dangerous, and many of the workers were unhappy. Before 

the strike that shuttered the plant, workers on the tetryl powder line launched a sit-down 

strike at 15:20 on 3 July 1942 demanding higher pay.55 The RCMP took an immediate 

interest in the sit-down, and produced a report stating that the strike had spread from the 

first shift to the next, as the relief workers who came in “made the same request and were 

refused same.”56 However, the action did not spread from the explosives line. Even so, 

500 workers occupied the hallways, with women making up about half the host. 

Dispatched to investigate the next day, DoL conciliator JS McCullagh found the munition 

                                                
54 S&L, 42-176. Form 1A. 
 
55 Tetryl is produced by mixing dimethylaniline with concentrated nitric acid and sulfuric acid. Contact can 
cause “sensitization dermatitis, itch, erythema (skin redness); edema on nasal folds, cheeks, neck; keratitis 
(inflammation of the cornea); sneezing; anemia; cough, coryza; irritability; malaise (vague feeling of 
discomfort), headache, lassitude (weakness, exhaustion), insomnia; nausea, vomiting; liver, kidney 
damage.” Center for Disease Control and Prevention, NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards. 
  
56 S&L, 42-176. RCMP Report, Montreal, Canadian Car Munitions Ltd. 5 July 1942. 
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factory “in a very serious condition.”57  

From the explosive powder line, the strike spread to the fuse plant just as the night shift 

was set to come on at 23:00. The most active group was on the “C” line, a group of 

around 300 women who made fuses for shells and bombs. While all of the workers were 

at work, they “were not producing.” The operatives were “all girls, all French speaking,” 

and they refused to work. Instead of simply walking out, they had a sit-down strike in the 

hallway, smartly away from the explosives and caustic chemicals, but close enough to 

stop production while maintaining a position of physical control. The female strikers 

demanded 45 cents an hour, with a bonus for hazard pay. This was the rate that the men 

were making, so the women were striking for equal pay for equal work. After the 

company refused to accede to their demands, the women left for home.

                                                
57 S&L, 42-176. Memorandum re: Sitdown in Fuse Branch. 6 July 1942. 
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58 

The next day the TNT division struck the plant again. Women made up about half of the 

strikers, but nearly all of the demands pertained to women’s pay. Their chief demand, 

again, was 45 cents an hour. Although the DoL representative does not give a gender 

breakdown of the strikers in the TNT department, as men were making 45 cents already, it 

makes little sense that this would be their demand.59 Nevertheless, this second strike 

included nearly all of the workers in the section. In this instance, men and women were 

striking together for equal pay for women. DoL representatives tried to bargain, but they 

were rebuffed after offering only future considerations if the workers immediately 

returned to their jobs. With this early failure, DoL updates used gender-free language to 

                                                
58 Margot Bourassa shellacks the body of a fuse in the breakdown room of the Cherrier plant of the Defense 
Industries Limited. LAC, MIKAN: 3197501. 
 
59 S&L, 42-176. Strike of Employees at Canadian Car Munitions. 9 July 1942. 
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report back to their superiors. Perhaps the officials did not want to be beaten by a group of 

women. The language reads “I met a committee of six workers” instead of ‘I met a 

committee of five women and a man.’60 

 The strike in the munitions plant caused the DoL serious concern. The halt in 

munitions production was certainly a worry, but more immediately, if a box of fuses were 

dropped, entire buildings could explode. If certain chemicals were left open, they could 

ignite and cause fires or detonations. The women who started the strike were in a position 

of power, and it seems that they were well cognizant of this. The DoL representatives 

informed the workers that their strike “was entirely illegal” and “exhorted” them to return 

to work. The 900 workers from the TNT department were not impressed or cowed by the 

sudden change in the taxonomy of their job action, but as their shift was at an end, the 

simply took the train back to Montreal. The shift that came in relief, surely after talking to 

their co-workers at the train station, continued the strike. This later strike numbered 1100 

by the DoL’s estimation. The strike spread quickly after. Soon the cordite workers, who 

had previously been unaffected, downed tools and walked out.  

                                                
60 S&L, 42-176. Strike of Employees at Canadian Car Munitions. 9 July 1942. 
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61 

As there was “no spokesmen or committee with which the situation could be discussed,” 

the DoL ordered a special train from Montreal to come pick up the strikers and return 

them home, lest they cause ever more trouble in their idle state. The next day, the workers 

came to work, but both cordite and TNT workers refused to attend their stations, sitting in 

the hallways instead. Apart from an increase in wages and better conditions, they now 

demanded the reinstatement of a terminated AFL organizer. They refused to return to 

work until their conditions were met, despite the coercion about illegal strikes from 

management and the attempts by the Dominion labour representative. All told, at least 

2450 men and 1775 women were on strike, or had recently been. With the plant 

effectively closed by the strike, management formally shut down the plant and radioed 

                                                
61 Cordite worker Marie Geoffrion is seen here cutting propellant in the Cherrier plant. LAC, MIKAN: 
3627625. 
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Montreal to shut down the trains bringing workers to the complex. 

 With the plant out on strike, the DoL “enlisted the assistance of Mr. Paul Fournier, 

President of the Trades and Labour Council of Montreal” to go “down to Cherrier” to 

“exert his influence to assist in inducing the workpeople to stay on their jobs.”62 This 

failed miserably, so the DoL organized a meeting of the strikers at Maisonneuve Market. 

The union representatives worked in concert with the department of labour to beg the 

workers to get back to building bombs and machining ammunition. The Globe and Mail 

noted that in the meeting “over half of those present were women.”63 The men wanted to 

be paid for the long train ride to the plant; the women merely wanted the same wage as 

the men. Raoul Trepanier of the Montreal Trades and Labour Council told the women 

that, despite their lack of a union they “should take council of those leading you.” Union 

leadership was demanding the women return to work for their own good, and he 

“wouldn’t like to see all these nice women behind bars because they are on strike.”64 

 The DoL noted that “the strike, itself, was not engineered by the union in any way, 

but a comparatively insignificant movement of a small group of workers for high wages 

spread rapidly to become almost uncontrollable.” They believed that this “spread” was 

due to “the desire of other employees to be considered in any wage adjustment.”65 This 

was not a union-called strike, and the unions could not bring its conclusion. The same 

DoL operative argued that that it was “extremely important to settle the question of union 

representation,” as he felt that this was the best way to induce complacency in the plant. 
                                                
62 S&L, 42-176. Memorandum: Dispute at Fuse Division of Filling Plant at Cherrier, PQ. 7 July 1942. 
 
63 Globe and Mail, 8 July 1942. 
 
64 Globe and Mail, 8 July 1942. 
 
65 S&L, 42-176. Strike of Employees at Canadian Car Munitions. 9 July 1942. 
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For the department, in the face of a shutdown of Canada’s largest munitions plant, in a 

strike led and organized by women, required finding the right tool in the toolbox was a 

difficult task indeed.  

66 

 

In the end, the threats of imprisonment and the promise of union representation were a 

suitable carrot and stick for the strikers. The three-day rolling strike that crescendoed in 

the closure of the plant was quelled. All shifts voted nearly unanimously to return to work 
                                                
66 Women on the train to the Cherrier munitions plant, February 1943. Canadian Museum of Science and 
Technology, CSTMC/CN Collection. Image: CN004164. The train is an interesting aspect of this story. 
Every day workers in the plant would take the train to and from the factory. They would inevitably 
intermingle with workers from areas other than their own, talk about their work and life, and form deeper 
bonds than what would be produced only on the factory floor. The train was a way to self-organize 
unofficially, to build solidarity networks, and to realize common interests and grievances. Moreover, this 
photograph is telling regarding the demographics of the workers. These were not all young women, many 
workers would have been married, which means that militancy was not a hallmark of the young and single 
alone. 
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on the promise of future gains. 12,000 workers were back on the job by the next day. The 

company, as was normal, said that it could not increase wages because of wage controls. 

They did, however, immediately agree to vastly increased breaks for all workers, and 

allow an open vote on joining a union, whether Catholic, CCL, AFL, or company.67 In the 

end, 8,715 workers voted to join the TLC/AFL, represented by the Montreal Metal Trades 

Council. With that, the workers at Cherrier were formally organized.68  

 By 1943, the 3,000 inspectors who had stayed aloof from the strike would 

organize with a CCL affiliated union, and the hundreds of cafeteria workers organized 

with the Hotel and Restaurant Employees' International Union. By the middle of 1943 the 

entirety of the factory was organized.69 In 1943 Cherrier workers launched a wildcat strike 

to force the employer to implement the concessions that were promised following the first 

strike. During the wildcat AFL officials appealed to the workers to go back, or else 

leadership said they “could not do anything for them.”70 The Gazette argued that “union 

heads within the plant are trying to act within the law” and that it was “absolutely 

imperative” for the government to work with the unions to keep operations running.71 

With such external and internal pressure, the workers called off their wildcat and entered 

into arbitration in 1943. Their appeals to the board gained them very little. In reality the 

only thing they achieved was yet another agreement from the employer to finally meet 

                                                
67 Globe and Mail, 8 July 1942. 
 
68 Labour Gazette, 1942, 901-902. 
 
69 Labour Gazette, 1943, 81. 
 
70 Montreal Gazette, 9 April 1943. 
 
71 Montreal Gazette, 9 April 1943. 
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their contractual obligations.72 Their direct action was effective the first time, their 

experience within the bureaucratic trappings of the DoL, less so.  By 1944 the plant was 

having serious difficulties finding women to work at the agreed upon wages, and the 

employer was “asking for another 1,000, but applications [were] falling far short of 

demand.” Later that year they faced acute labour shortages of both men and women 

willing to work at the wages on offer.73  

 Escalating demands and the spread of job action within a factory complex was a 

hallmark of the Cherrier plant strike. In Quebec City, boot and shoe makers walked a 

similar path. Apart from shoes and boots, Sorel and Quebec City were both bastions of 

heavy industry during the war. Important war industries included the huge shipyards in 

Sorel and the large armament factories. And though the war certainly could be won with 

ships and cannon, it could not be won barefoot. Soldiers and sailors fought on their feet, 

and Sorel and Quebec were the centres of boot production in Canada. A largely 

Francophone workforce staffed these boot factories, and women were present in every 

factory, and in some factories made up the majority. The cities’ boot and shoe 

manufacturers grew fat on war contracts during the conflict, and the generally CTCC-

organized workers were a rambunctious and active lot. There were scattered strikes 

amongst the workers in Quebec City before 1942, but the isolated strikes turned into a 

strike wave first in 1942 and again in 1943. This final part deals with the long struggles of 

the Catholic workers - and their largely reticent union - that ended in a general strike wave 

in footwear manufacturing. 

                                                
72 Labour Gazette, 1943, 1348-1350.  
 
73 Labour Gazette, 1944, 1159-1160. 
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 One of the more interesting tertiary phenomenon regarding the strikes in Quebec 

City was the reticence of the employer to provide strike information and fill out the strike 

forms. Although technically both employer and employee representatives were supposed 

to fill out the forms, the strikers rarely filled them out (the ever legalistic ILGWU, being 

pro-paperwork and bureaucracy is a notable exception here, but even they, with their love 

of procedure, rarely filled out the forms), but the employer almost always did. This was 

not the case in Quebec, where the employers often felt that the strikes were not strikes, but 

some other metaphysical occurrence entirely, and often refused to fill out the forms.74 The 

government badgered them for the forms, however, with constant and intensive 

notifications, including escalation from letters to telegrams, phone calls, and even visits 

from DoL officials.75  

 The first strikes in 1942 were of a minor nature. In March, 45 workers (gender 

breakdown is unknown, as the employer did not fill out their forms - but around half of 

their employees were women) struck the Children’s Shoe Manufacturing Company in 

Quebec City, which despite the name was on war work, producing around 2500 pairs of 

shoes a week for the military. The issues of the strikers were numerous, and largely grew 

from the unfair nature of piece work in a factory setting and not paying out a COLA that 

they believed had been promised to them. A further grievance of the workers was that 

their piecework pay rate occasionally did not meet the $0.35 minimum wage set by the 

government for all war work, a demand raised loudly by women. The strike was settled in 

                                                
74 Forms were provided in French and English, so language would not have been a barrier to filling out the 
paperwork. 
 
75 Occasionally government harassment worked. The DoL sent some pretty sassy letters to JC Wilson Paper 
Mills in Lachute Mills demanding the paperwork, and eventually got it after threats of escalation. See S&L 
42-90.  
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favour of the workers, but they remained formally non-unionized, and some of the 

striking workers were not given their jobs back by the employer. 

 As the summer months got hotter, the strike situation in Quebec City’s shoe 

factories warmed up in lockstep. On 22 June 1942 workers struck their factory at Gale 

Brothers Limited of Quebec City. After being promised an increase in COLA rates 

months before, the workers had still not received their payments. After talking to the 

employer one last time on 22 June, 250 workers had a meeting on the shop floor and then 

promptly walked out of the factory at 10:30 in the morning. Their strike stopped the 

production of “boots and shoes for the armed forces.”76 Although formally unionized with 

the National Catholic Union (CTCC), the union did not authorize the strike, and when 

informed of the action was apparently just as surprised as the employer.77 The workers, 

who generally worked 54 hour work-weeks, refused to continue working at their low 

wages. With the employer repudiating their promises of a COLA increase, the workers 

erected a picket line at 30 Anselme Street in Quebec City. The Gale Brothers ran down to 

the telegraph office and fired off a telegram to the DoL begging the government to 

“please intervene.”78 Two days later the government responded that they “would gladly 

lend assistance,” but that they were worried about potential sympathy strikes, and were 

wary of too heavy an interventionist boot.79 It was a prescient notion, and the government 

                                                
76 S&L 42-152, Supplementary Statement on War Work, 30 June 1942. 
 
77 Although unions often claimed ignorance of strikes to avoid discipline, this was almost assuredly not the 
case in this instance. The argument that the CTCC was not only not responsible, but was actively fighting 
the strike was held by the union itself, various government officials, and company representatives. See also 
S&L, 42-160. Telegram to Gerald Brown. 25 June 1942. 
 
78 S&L 42-152, Telegram, 22 June 1942. 
 
79 S&L 42-152, Telegram, 25 June 1942. 
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would quickly have far more than a few hundred shoe employees to deal with. 

 The workers at the Gale Factory did not simply stand on the picket line; in the 

days that followed, they quickly expanded their strike. Over the next few days, the strike 

had spread to the entirety of Quebec City shoe and boot factories. On 23 June Duchaine-

Ludger followed the lead of the workers from Gale Brothers, and at least 186 of their 

members joined the strike. On 25 June, the strike further expanded as workers from 

Quebec Stitchdown Shoe, Frontenac Shoe, Adelard-Guay, and JE Samson all followed in 

walking off to demand a COLA increase. By 25 June, with nearly half of boot and shoe 

workers in Quebec City on strike, the demands grew to include retroactive payment of the 

COLA, starting from February 1942.80 On the morning of 26 June, the RCMP reported 

that “almost fifty percent of shoe manufacturing” in Quebec City had ceased, and they 

were worried about “the possibility of a walkout throughout the entire industry of that 

city.”81 Like the DoL’s original worry, the RCMP’s fears were well founded. 

 On 26 June the workers decided to make their strike general. Being shoe makers, 

their vector was marching en bloc, and they planned a parade. Despite the deep reticence 

and non-involvement of CTCC leadership, the strikers paraded to the different shoe and 

boot factories not yet on strike. Some other firms in the city had joined the strike, but 

there were still a handful, including one of the largest, John Ritchie Co. Ltd., that had not 

walked out. So the strikers paraded around the city, urging their compatriots to “Come on 

out! The weather is fine!”82 At 2:30 the strikers went to Albert-Laliberte and demanded 

                                                
80 S&L, 42-160. Secret Memo, 3 July 1942 and Secret Memo 7 July 1942. 
 
81 S&L, 42-160. Secret Report. RR Tait, Director of Criminal Investigation to DM, DoL. 26 June 1942. 
 
82 Quebec Chronicle Telegram, 26 June 1942. 
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that their workers join the strike. At least 110 workers from that plant joined the strike, 

which caused the entirety of the factory to close. At 2:45 the parade reached Lechance-

Tanguay and their host grew by another hundred. Fifteen minutes later, they reached RA 

Thibodeau, who had their plant closed when 65 of their workers decided that direct action 

and parades were a superior way to spend their day than producing shoes. A half hour 

after pulling the workers from RA Thibodeau, John Ritchie, one of the largest factories in 

the city, was paid a visit by the strike parade. After a quick chat, at least 450 of their 500 

employees, including the entirety of the production line, joined. With Ritchie on board, 

the strike was now general. 

 John Ritchie was the last factory to be targeted, as it was among the largest plants 

in the city, and the workers at that plant had already won a technically illegal 5% COLA 

from the company through previous agitation. By the end of the parade, and the end of the 

day, production of shoes and boots in Quebec City for the allied war effort was hobbled. 

The spontaneous strike, and even worse the mass parade, horrified the union leadership, 

scared factory owners, and worried the state.83 In the estimation of the Department of 

Munitions and Supply, over two hundred thousand contracted pairs of boots and shoes 

were now not being produced.84 In real terms, the strike ceased the production of some 

35,000 pairs of boots and shoes a day.85 A “Boot and Shoe Consultant” for the DOMS 

stated that they required at least 60,000 pairs a week, and as “Quebec was the hub of the 

boot and shoe industry, there will be serious repercussions if the strike spreads to other 

                                                
83 Gerard Tremblay of the War Labour Board was absolutely sure that the CTCC had not called the strike 
after doing interviews in Quebec City. S&L, 42-160. Telegram, date obscured, Gerard Tremblay to DoL. 
 
84 S&L, 42-160. Telegram, 29 July 1942. 
 
85 Quebec Chronicle Telegram, 27 June 1942. 
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factories within the province,” and that even this stoppage would severely hamper their 

ability to meet procurement quotas.86  

 By 27 June there were over 1800 men and at least 1200 women on strike in 

Quebec City, stopping all shoe production.87 As no workers had been paid the COLA that 

they believed they had been promised, it was not difficult for the strike-parade to grow 

and grow. The government quickly informed the workers that their strike was illegal, but 

even the DoL did not believe that this would have much of an effect.88 Shoe 

manufacturers pleaded poverty to the government, and complained that the unions were 

ducking responsibility in getting their members back to work.89 The manufacturers 

demanded that the state take “immediate and vigorous action to compel the strikers to 

return to work.” They repeated this phrase at the end of their telegram for emphasis.90 The 

leadership of the Catholic union, in this case Mr. Picard again, promised the government 

that “the National Catholic Unions would exert every effort to have the striking shoe 

workers return to work,” but their power over their workforce tended to be relatively 

weak.91 

 The next week, with promises from the War Labour Board and their union, 

Quebec City’s 3000 boot and shoe workers went back to work on 3 July 1942. Their 

                                                
86 One wonders how Mr. WH Hart got the job of consulting with the DOMS relating to their need for boots 
and shoes. S&L, 42-160. Hart to GH Brown. 26 June 1942. 
 
87 S&L, 42-160. Strike File 42-160. 
 
88 Quebec Chronicle Telegram, 26 June 1942. 
 
89 “Officers of Catholic union claim that strike was not called by them and refuse all responsibility.” Quebec 
Shoe Manufacturers Association to Gerald Brown, ADMoL, 26 June 1942. 
 
90 S&L, 42-160. Telegram, Quebec Shoe Manufactures to Gerald Brown, ADM of Labour. 26 June 1942. 
 
91 S&L, 42-160. Memorandum, 27 June 1942. 
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illegal general strike had lasted for a week, and the workers and their leadership faced no 

repercussions or further discipline from the state. The strike officially ended when the 

workers had a vote on 2 July. They were, however, quite reticent to return, as they had 

few concrete promises. The vote reflected this. Only 70% of workers voted to give the 

WLB a chance.92 Their return to work came with a demand. The union had fifteen days, 

but not more than three weeks to get the return the workers demanded. By 1942 Workers 

were starting to get wise to the simple fact that War Labour Boards were less arbitration 

boards than stalling and delaying boards. Fearfully, CTCC leaders told the government 

that the workers were quite serious, and asked that they not to dance around the issue. 

Gerard Picard worriedly told the DoL that if the workers did not get further increases, he 

fully expected another general strike after “15 days or three weeks.”93  

 The general strike paid quick dividends, and the government rushed to form a 

WLB that would actually be effective. Although many workers decided to wait to hear the 

boards out in 1941, by 1942 things had changed markedly. Workers read the newspapers, 

and knew that the boards were stalling tactics, that all findings were non-binding, and they 

often took months, sometimes over a year. It was further clear that wage controls were a 

farce, and a cheap one at that, only used by employers and the state as a way to artificially 

depress wages. Previous strikes clearly showed that wage controls could be jumped with 

enough pressure and persuasion, even if those methods were illegal. In the case of post-

general strike Quebec City, workers were active at reminding the government where 

power really stood, and knew that direct action procured solid, immediate, material gains. 

                                                
92 Quebec Chronicle Telegram, 3 July 1942. For an intensive break-down of the vote and surrounding issues 
see Quebec l’Action Catholique, 3 July 1943. 
 
93 S&L 42-160, Stan Picard to VC Phelan, 3 July 1942. 
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Workers at Gale Brothers staged another wildcat snap strike to push the labour board to a 

decision that workers would find palatable.94 Workers at Frontenac Shoes, which had a 

contract for 10,000 army boots staged wildcats of their own, in a drive to kick the board to 

accept their demands.95 Workers at John Ritchie, who had already won a 5% COLA, 

demanded that the 7.2% COLA be added on top of that, and struck to get it.  

 In the end, and although boot and shoe workers wanted much more, the workers in 

Quebec City eventually won a 7.2% increase for male and female workers (technically a 

COLA, but a guaranteed increase nonetheless) and a minimum wage for young women of 

$25 a week.96 After the walkout ended, Mr. Legare, the leader of the Shoe Manufacturers 

Association, told the government that although the association knew who the strike 

leaders were, they had not laid them off, even though “most of the strike leaders are 

known by the investigators.”97 The employers surely wanted to fire them, but knowing 

that the workers were planning another general walkout. Employers thought that a 

defensive stance was the prudent course. The three strikes noted above launched while the 

board was meeting would have further reminded adjudicators of the potential for further 

disruption. The law may not have protected strike leaders, but sustained direct action and 

the threat of more certainly did. At the behest of union leadership, workers were willing to 

give the labour boards a chance to improve their wages and conditions. However, if the 

boards were seen as simple stalling tactics, came back with adjustments that the workers 

                                                
94 S&L 42-250. Gale Brothers to ADML. 10 August 1942. 
 
95 S&L 42-304. Special Report, 4 September 1942. 
 
96 Labour Gazette, 1942, 896. For an in depth analysis of the results of the Board’s findings see La Vie 
Syndicale, Montreal, 1 August 1942. 
 
97 S&L 42-160, Report from Stan Picard, 10 July 1942. 
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did not deem fair, or if findings were not adhered to (the boards’ recommendations were 

not binding) workers often went out on strike again, legal or not.98  

 The general strike in boot and shoe manufacturing in Quebec City was an effective 

endeavour for the workers involved. As usual, it took employers some time, and some 

direct coercion, to actually adhere to the orders of the WLB. As the government feared, 

the general strike also served as a model. Montreal saw a general strike in boot and shoe 

manufacturing quickly after Quebec. In that city over 4000 workers tied up nearly the 

entirety of the city’s production for a week to procure the same demands that workers in 

Quebec City had won, a 7.2% COLA increase, which in Montreal meant as much as a 

9.4% increase in at least one instance.99 The strike was nearly identical to Quebec City. 

One enterprising factory walked out, then others followed. Soon all of the boot and shoe 

makers in the city were out on strike. However, in Montreal women played a far less 

prominent role in the strike, but were still at least a quarter of the workforce.100 During 

this general strike the newspapers refused to note that a large minority of the strikers were 

women, generally referring to the striking workers as “shoe men” in English or simply as 

strikers. The RCMP noticed the participation of women and “girls,” yet newspaper reports 

failed to reflect this reality.101 Just as in Quebec City, the strike was declared illegal and 

                                                
98 Indeed, the workers from the John Ritchie plant wildcatted again in September of 1942 because they 
wanted the full 7.2% increase on top of the 5% that they already won. For more on the Ritchie strike, see 
S&L 42-244, with particular attention paid to the Secret memorandums, which are highly valuable.  
 
99 For a full analysis of the strike see S&L 42-267, particularly the “Secret” RCMP reports from the specific 
companies which are helpful and often entertaining; Labour Gazette, 1942, 1013; La Presse, Montreal, 17-
28 August 1942; Montreal Gazette, 17-29 August 1942. 
 
100 Women made up around 30% of the workforce and at least 20% of the strikers according to the compiled 
numbers by the RCMP. S&L 42-267. 
 
101 See the RCMP Report in S&L 42-267, and “Board’s Decision Hope of Shoe Men.” 18 August 1942, 
Montreal Gazette. “Men to Abide by Ruling.” 27 August 1942. 
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the workers defied the order. Just as in Quebec City, the Catholic Unions refused 

responsibility and did all they could to get their workers back to making shoes. 

Nonetheless, the results were the same; the workers won the day and not a single worker 

was reprimanded or disciplined. 

 The strikes by women in Quebec are highly instructive. They show what workers 

could accomplish with limited resources but a strong desire to make gains. Moreover, it 

evidenced the growing weakness of the state in response to illegal strikes. By 1942 strikes 

were still declared illegal, but this was quickly having less and less effect on workers’ 

attitudes towards their own actions. Moreover, as unemployment dropped into negative 

territory, new technocratic schemes like the NSS were shown to be unworkable in 

practise, as neither workers nor employers had any reason to give them any care or 

attention. Lacking a repressive state apparatus, NSS attempts to control labour mobility 

were weak indeed. The unions were increasingly powerless to contain their members, and 

this is doubly true for the Catholic Unions in Quebec. Although the unions could have 

been cagily supporting their membership, there is no evidence for this and plenty against.  

 For the Catholic Unions, deeply patriarchal and technically led by the retrograde 

Quebecois Church, their lack of control over their female workers must have been a 

difficult reality indeed. For women, these were tremendous victories. They had little job 

security or seniority; and many were new to waged labour. Apart from being generally 

opposed to strikes, the leadership of the CTCC was also ideologically opposed to women 

working, let alone being union members. The church in Quebec was certainly against 

women parading in the streets calling out other members of their class to join a general 

strike. The society in which these workers were operating was not always the relatively 
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progressive city of Montreal. Most of the women in this study were Francophone, and 

they lived in a society that devalued Francophones in general. In the end, what we see is 

that women were active in strikes in Quebec, much of which stemmed from their own 

self-activity.  

 Looking at the evidence of women’s strike, picketing, and demonstration practices 

during the war challenges prevailing ideas about women’s inactivity or disinterest 

regarding self-activity which is prominent in the literature.102 In essentially all of the texts 

regarding World War II we find examples of low level subversions instead of direct 

action, and this lacuna was crying out for analysis and challenge. Women at work and 

women on strike defied the escalating regimes of control and made impressive gains. This 

innovative history demands a different, indeed a new paradigm regarding women’s 

militancy, even women’s history, in Quebec. First, it was extant and successful. 

Moreover, it asks that if the disciplinary apparatus of Canadian capitalism could not 

control a few thousand Francophone women in Quebec, what hope did it have for the rest 

of society? The state’s vast arsenal of disciplinary tools may have loomed over the psyche 

of Canadian workers like Kafka’s castle, but by 1943 they were being routinely ignored 

and beaten. Despite such strictures women struggled and won notwithstanding patriarchal 

regimes of control, let alone the specific opposition from capital, the state, and even their 

                                                
102 “The same woman quoted above, who clearly stood as a leader among the faction of young female 
workers with bravado, described ways in which women resisted management control through playful 
behaviour. They disrupted the production process by defacing veneer (by chewing liquorice and spitting at 
the newly dried veneer as it moved down the "dry chain") and simply avoided work by taking bets on daring 
feats of bravery (by pulling stunts such as riding a bicycle down the dry chain or running on the log boom). 
The importance of all of these apparently minor acts of resistance lay in recognizing the radical potential for 
change inherent in these shared activities. Their indirect challenges to male and mill authority signified 
burgeoning confidence, nurtured by their collective identity as Plywood Girls, to act on feelings of 
rebelliousness and anger.” Let alone the author who noted: “French-speaking, female bank clerks - a 
demographic group normally known for its passivity.” Taylor Hollander, "Down the Middle of the Road," 
188. 
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own unions. In the face of opposition from both employers and the state, these workers, 

and at least at the time, fought back and came out ahead. 
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 Coal mining in the Drumheller Valley specifically, and western Canada more 

generally, had a tumultuous, but relatively short history before World War II. While 

Alberta was second in coal production only to Nova Scotia, the Drumheller Valley coal 

area was the largest domestic-use coal producer in the Dominion. There was also 

significant production on Vancouver Island and throughout the interior of BC, the Crow’s 

Nest Pass, Edmonton, and the border areas to the Rocky Mountains. Miners quickly 

formed unions. The acutely capitalist nature of mining, union experience in the old 

country, and the often horrific realities of mining meant that organization came quickly. 

Moreover, many miners came from countries with extensive union traditions, and they 

quickly organized. Several unions, including the Western Federation of Miners in 1900 

and later the Industrial Workers of the World, made abortive attempts to organize coal 

miners in Alberta and BC.1  

The UMWA became the most established coal union in western Canada, 

relegating Mine-Mill into hardrock alone, and the IWW simply out. District 18 of the 

UMWA was born in 1903 had solidified control of most coal fields by 1911. District 18 

covered a vast geographical space which included almost all organized coal mines in BC 

and Alberta, and a few scattered locals in Saskatchewan. The UMWA brought most 

members into regional agreements with coal operators, and tightly controlled its members. 

The UMWA was a hard fighting union, but was prone to signing deals that elevated 

labour peace over high wages. UMWA leadership secured labour peace for the employers 

in exchange for a semblance of the closed shop for their employees. Although the UMWA 

made some progress in procuring higher wages and some benefits, it was actively anti-

                                                
1 For a comprehensive overview of the history of mining in Alberta see Charles Allen Seager, “A Proletariat 
in Wild Rose Country: the Alberta Coal Miners, 1905-1945,” PhD Thesis: York University, 1981. 
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democratic and often deeply conciliatory. During the Workers’ Revolt of 1919 its angry, 

unsatisfied membership wanted systematic change. During the revolt miners abandoned 

the UMWA en masse to join the One Big Union, which was far more militant, 

socialistically, even revolutionarily, inclined, and more democratic than the deeply 

hierarchical and mollifying UMWA.  

The democratic and militant OBU was violently crushed by a triumvirate of the 

coal operators, the state, and the UMWA.2 The UMWA had no compunction with siding 

with the traditional enemies of workers if it meant that dues would come in and its 

leadership could maintain control. The OBU was contained then destroyed, with the 

RNWMP newly reconstructed as the leftist-obsessed RCMP wielding machine-guns 

against miners organized with the OBU in the task. After OBU organizers and agitators 

were moved out of the coal fields, UMWA then re-established control. On the part of the 

coal operators, if unions could not be fought off or destroyed, they would rather deal with 

a relatively complacent and malleable UMWA than a militant upstart union modelled - at 

least in part - on the IWW.3  

For a few years the workers struggled with their UMWA leadership, but there 

were no major disturbances. In 1925, after the UMWA negotiated large wage cuts, miners 

walked out and formed their own local, the Red Deer Valley Miners’ Union.4 Their strike 

was quickly and brutally crushed by the UMWA working in concert with the coal 

                                                
2  AB Woywitka, “The Drumheller Strike of 1919,” The Canadian Worker in the Twentieth Century in eds. 
Irving Abella and David Millar (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1978), 218-226. 
 
3 The OBU was called “not red, but a pale pink” by the IWW, but it was democratic, and they were militant. 
Marion Savage, Industrial Unionism in America (New York: Ronald Press Co., 1922), 195.  
 
4 Warren Caragata, Alberta Labour: A Heritage Untold (Toronto: Lorimer & Co., 1979), 91. However in 
1923 Communist Party (then known as the Workers’ Party) claimed that District 18 was in “our firm 
control.” LAC, COMINTERN Files, #3 K-271 Vol. 11, Report on Canada, 1923. 
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operators and the RCMP. When the dust settled many mine owners found that they did 

not want unions at all, even a near-company union like the UMWA. Some coal operators 

were able to use the broken strike to institute the open shop and eliminate any relationship 

with unions. After the fracas, UMWA District 18 was put into receivership by the 

International headquarters in the United States. A hardnosed conservative unionist, Bob 

Levitt, was put in charge of the District. Levitt went on to run the UMWA until after 

World War II. Widely disliked, he travelled with a handgun for protection, and not from 

fear of the coal operators or their hired thugs.5  

With the antipathy towards the UMWA there were sporadic attempts to organize 

an independent Communist-led union throughout the 1920s and 1930s. In the trying 

circumstances of the Depression, these unions largely failed at achieving tangible gains 

for the miners, almost all of whom were on relief. The strikes led by the Communist 

Mineworkers Union of Canada tended to only include a minority on the shopfloor or were 

small, and even these were often broken by the UMWA itself. Nevertheless, the 

Drumheller Valley was a hotbed of militancy and radicalism, and probably sent the most 

International Brigadiers to the Spanish Civil War, per capita, of any city in Canada.6 The 

rise of the Popular Front saw the Communist-led unions run back into the UMWA, 

hoping that their re-entry would bring increased militancy and democracy to the 
                                                
5 Warren Caragata, Alberta Labour, 92. During World War II Livett would sign a missive from the UMWA 
that the CIO was riddled with communists, and that Philip Murray (who was emphatically not a communist) 
accepted “the principles of communism, to wit the overthrow of this government by force.” The reality is 
that the UMWA and the CIO were not getting along because of a financial disagreement, and Lewis was 
using the UMWA’s financial clout to attempt to bully his old friend Murray. See LAC MG 28 I-103, Vol. 
32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. UMWA Resolution, 3 June 1943.  
 
6 Michael Petrou, Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008), 20; 
Myron Momryk, “Hungarian Volunteers from Canada in the Spanish Civil War, 1936-39,” Hungarian 
Studies Review, Vol. XXIV, (1997), 7. At least two men from Drumheller, Arthur Lemal and Emeric 
Filkohizi, were killed in action during the war. Victor Howard and Mac Reynolds, The Mackenzie-Papineau 
Battalion: The Canadian Contingent in the Spanish Civil War (Ottawa: Carleton, 1986), 245. 
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International union. The re-entry of militants had no such effect. The Depression saw the 

UMWA absorb the militants without trouble, and the UMWA signed weak deals with the 

coal operators on a District wide scale. As Patrick Lenihan, long-time CPC organizer of 

miners in Drumheller, Communist Alderman, and World War II political internee, said of 

the UMWA, “it became a company union.”7 

Thus the UMWA was not a terribly popular union in Alberta.8 During the 

Depression Drumheller Valley mines were hit with layoffs, and less work was available 

overall. Coal mining had always been a seasonal occupation on the prairies, but the days 

available for work fell ever lower. Most District 18 mines were only open a little over 200 

days a year at the maximum during the Depression, and the number of days that workers 

were able to actually mine coal was often much less. In the Depression many people could 

not afford to heat their homes, and in the dustbowl west would go cold rather than spend 

limited funds on heat. This was true even as coal prices dropped. Both realities hurt the 

miners. As mining was seasonal work, miners almost always supplemented their wages 

through agricultural labour in the spring and fall, but wages were depressed in the 1930s 

as the crops were so often terrible. With the coming of war, miners in District 18 were 

covered by a blanket union contract. They had a geographic contract that covered all 

UMWA members in the unionized coal mines within District 18. However, their contract 

reflected the miners’ leverage; it was as weak as the workers were beaten down.  

                                                
7 Gilbert Levine, "Patrick Lenihan and the Alberta Miners," Labour/Le Travail, 16 (Fall 
1985), 168.  
 
8 The UMWA did win some real concessions in trade for its control of the workforce. The UMWA were not 
merely a front for the bosses’ interests, it did achieve contracts that guaranteed a measure of wage 
stabilization, if not advancement. DE Armstrong and Muriel Armstrong, "Third Party Intervention in the 
Alberta Coal Industry, 1900-1951" in Patterns of Industrial Dispute Settlement in Five Canadian Industries, 
25-88. Edited by H.D. Woods (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1958). 
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As with so many other elements in the Dominion economy, the war changed 

nearly everything for the miners.9 Suddenly, there was more work than the miners could 

handle, and coal was desperately needed. Railroads went from lethargic to hectic, moving 

people and products in ever increasing numbers. Workers who went with the bare 

minimum of heat during the depression and farmers who mined their own prairie coal out 

of desperation now had more money and wanted warmer houses. Coking demands for 

steel production put intense pressure on general supply. After a quick ramp-up of coal 

production for the war, Alberta’s coal output quickly rose to nearly half of Canada’s 

fifteen million tons of annual coal production. Much of that coal was mined in the 

Drumheller Valley.  

Although the mines had been relatively quiet since the last big strike of 1925, 

reduced job competition and industrial unrest began again. Between 1939 and 1942 

miners in the Drumheller Valley went out on dozens of strikes, almost all of them short 

and wildcat. Although the UMWA did not have all of the mines organized, some mines 

that lacked UMWA representation still went out on strike during the war. In every case on 

file Levitt or his minions charged out to the fields to get the members back into the mines 

and off of the picket line. The RCMP, which had always had a strong - and armed - 

presence in the Valley, noted that the strikes were all illegal and clearly in contravention 

of the Orders-in-Council governing coal miners. The UMWA’s weak agreement was 

signed in 1938, and modified in 1940 and 1941. This contract was negotiated during the 

                                                
9 A government report from 1945/46 noted that “Half of the Alberta miners were born in Europe, 21 per 
cent in the British Isles, 4 per cent in the U.S.A., and only about 25 per cent in Canada. Only 15 per cent of 
the mine workers have lived all their lives in Alberta, although 81 per cent have been there over ten years.” 
This was in sharp contradistinction to miners in Nova Scotia, the vast majority of whom were born in Nova 
Scotia. Privy Council Office, Report of the Royal Commission on Coal (Ottawa: 1946), 284. 
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Depression, and modified by a complacent union during the war; it was not friendly to 

miners or their needs, let alone their desires. Due to the signed agreement and legislation 

targeted specifically at coal miners, the early wartime strikes of UMWA members were 

generally about job control, or manifest over working conditions, free tools, or the return 

of a fired worker. However, they were all illegal, usually wildcat, and reflected a deep 

anger. With local wages ostensibly off-limits to job action, there were strikes, but none of 

them had much longevity, and they were not effective in raising wages or alleviating 

some of the harsher or more irritating conditions. By 1942 the miners’ irritation and anger 

reached a fevered level, and the small strikes were starting to build into larger waves. 

District 18 had around 2500 members in BC, and Sim Weaver, the Secretary of the 

UMWA in Natal, BC noted that “the mines are working steady and keeping out of trouble 

at the present, but the men are ready to blow up at any time.”10  

By 1943 everyone knew that the war was going to end with the Allies the 

victorious party. This was plainly evident to the miners in District 18, as they were buying 

the CCL’s pamphlets on reconstruction.11 Nevertheless, the focus was on immediate 

gains, not postwar promises. Even during the height of World War II need, Alberta mines 

were still only operating an average of 229 days a year.12 Wages for coal miners were 

pegged at an artificially low level by specific coal legislation. The miners were caught 

within the nexus of price controls on coal, hard district agreements with coal operators, a 

union that did not countenance breaking contracts, and legislative wage controls that were 

                                                
10 LAC MG 28 I-103, Vol. 32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. Sim Weaver to Pat Conroy, 
27 October 1942.  
 
11 LAC MG 28 I-103, Vol. 32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. 13 December 1943 to CCL. 
 
12 Government of Canada, First Interim Report on Alberta Coal Miners (Ottawa: 1943), 7. 
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effective with large unions like the UMWA. In 1943, the same winter that stopped Hitler 

on the Soviet steppe was freezing out Alberta, with the mercury dropping to -57 in some 

places.13 The demand for coal was certainly extant, but so too was the ire of miners. For 

the first time since 1925, coal miners in Alberta were increasingly restless, organized, and 

angry. The earlier strikes led to little or no discipline, but also few or no positive 

outcomes. The miners’ anger, power, and self-organization were about to culminate in 

something much larger. 

The first major strike in the Drumheller Valley since 1925 erupted in East Coulee 

at the Atlas Coal Mine on 19 January 1943. East Coulee was at the far end of the 

Drumheller Valley, around 18 miles east of the town of Drumheller, the last stop before 

the coal region terminated. On 15 January, two experienced miners, John Garat and John 

Horongozo, were taken off the coal face, where they were making nearly ten dollars a 

day, to work on timbering, where they made barely over five.14 The mines had been 

running on a limited workforce, and regular maintenance like timbering shafts had fallen 

to the wayside to ensure enhanced production schedules. When the mine boss refused to 

pay the men a regular underground wage, and insisted on paying them timbering wages 

which were half the take, the experienced miners demurred.  

The two Hungarian miners stated that they would timber for a regular mining 

wage or not at all. Their UMWA Local quickly latched on to the two experienced miners’ 

requests. Eager to bundle demands, the local UMWA secretary pushed the employer to 

pay their one mine-boy a man’s wage, instead of a boy’s wage. The owner refused all 

                                                
13 Ottawa Morning Journal, 21 January 1943. 57 Below Zero. 
 
14 Calgary Herald, 20 January 1943. S&L 43-24. RCMP Report, 20 January 1943. 
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demands, and ordered the workers back into the pits. In response, the workers had a snap 

meeting, where they complained about the lack of hot water in the wash house, the fact 

that the mine had been short-staffed for a year, and that the forced timbering was due to 

abject neglect by the owners. The miners at Atlas were organized into the UMWA Local 

#7331, which generally adhered to the District Agreement, but they were already angry 

over low pay. The 145 members quickly decided among themselves that these issues were 

strike issues, and they walked out. When the pit boss came running into the wash house, 

secretary Mike Ivan responded that “this is the result of the meeting” and the men went 

home.15 The mine was struck, from the bottom up. 

 Neighbouring miners at Regal looked to their comrades at Atlas and walked out in 

sympathy. Both strikes were immediately termed illegal by the RCMP. There was already 

a coal shortage in Alberta, and local politicians quickly rankled at the strike. Prince Albert 

mayor GE Brock sent a private but quickly-public telegram to the federal government 

demanding that it “take every possible step toward settlement of the strike.”16 The 

Calgary Herald let an editorial loose that derided the “ill-advised strike” claiming that it 

caused “severe hardship on thousands of citizens.”17 This was not the usual histrionics 

anti-union bias from the press. Schools in Red Deer shut down due to lack of fuel, and 

people were burning fence posts to stay warm.18 A day after the two locals walked 

without union sanction, UMWA District Secretary Harrison “instructed the mine 

                                                
15 S&L 43-24, Supplementary Report, No Date. 
 
16 Calgary Herald, 22 January 1943. 
 
17 Calgary Herald, 22 January 1943. “Coal Miners Stage Ill-Advised Strike.” 
 
18 Fence posts were almost always impregnated with creosote or treated with Bluestone (copper sulfate). 
They smelled revoltingly offensive when burned, and produced toxic smoke as an added bonus. If people 
resorted to burning fence posts for heat, the need for fuel was dire indeed. 
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employees return to work in accordance with terms of contract.”19 Livett attempted to 

support his members to an extent. He demanded that his members adhere to the contract, 

but chided mine manager WM Moriss that he “should have given more consideration to 

the agreement relative to taking men from one classification to another” if he wanted to 

avoid labour trouble.20 

 The strike could have been solved only a few days after it started, but the operators 

at Atlas refused to pay the men an underground wage for the timbering work. The 

operators insisted that the miners receive timbering money for timbering work, which 

meant a pay cut of about half. When the employer asked that the least senior miners do 

the timbering instead, the men simply refused, saying that they would rather take 

employment elsewhere than take timbering work at timbering wages. This is in line with 

what the government and technocrats already knew. A confidential report into miners’ 

wages in 1942 found that miners were severely underpaid. This was sharply illustrated by 

an example where a “boy” working as a logger was making a dollar more a day than his 

father, who was an experienced underground coal miner. The commission found that the 

“reduced production of coal” was due to a “lack of manpower through enlistments and 

through leaving of the men to go to more remunerative employment.”21 The government 

also noted that most of the workers who left were younger, so the mines were not a young 

person’s game, as was often the case in manufacturing. Government minders said nothing 

about the fact that it was technically illegal for coal workers to strike, or for coal miners to 

                                                
19 S&L 43-24, Harrison to DoL, 22 January 1943. 
  
20 S&L 43-24, Livett to Morris, 19 January 1943. 
 
21 LAC MG 28 I-103, Vol. 32. United Mine Workers of America, District 18. Report on Coal, 1942. 
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leave their employment. The draconian Orders-in-Council regarding coal miners were 

dead letters and unenforceable, even to those who were supposed to enforce them. 

 The strike went on despite the coal shortage and, in fact, was looking to spread. A 

week after Atlas first walked out its sister mine walked out in sympathy. With two mines 

out, the East Coulee miners held a mass meeting. They held a strike vote to go out in 

sympathy with Atlas, and 95% of the 400 miners voted in favour of joining their 

comrades out on the picket lines. Stagnant wages and speed-ups due to staffing issues 

were taking their toll on the miners, and they were ready to take collective action, even if 

sympathy strikes generally and coal miners’ strikes specifically were banned directly by 

the state. Moreover, the miners hinted that they could take the strike vote out to the rest of 

the Valley, potentially taking thousands of miners on to the picket lines. Livett was quick 

to respond, saying that “the union would not sanction a sympathy strike.”22 Playing both 

sides, Livett argued that the miners were “off on strike in violation of the contract,” but 

that management was also “in the wrong.”23 

 The pressure was on the mine owners to settle, and with the strike already declared 

illegal, the state’s horizons for potential discipline was increasingly thin indeed. The 

sympathy strike vote was heavily weighted towards making the sympathy strike general in 

East Coulee: 55 for and 13 against at Maple Leaf, 113 for and 17 against at Murray, and 

47 for and 13 against at Empire.24 The day after the sympathy strike votes were 

publicised, the owners capitulated, allowing the men to return to the coal face, and 

                                                
22 Cape Breton Gazette, 27 January 1943. 
 
23 Cape Breton Gazette, 27 January 1943. 
 
24 Edmonton Journal, 28 January 1943. 
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attempted to find another way to get the necessary timbering finished.25 They agreed to do 

it by seniority, but with one experienced man and one new one, as to train others on the 

task.26 During a mass “emergency” meeting the miners “narrowly” voted to return to 

work, with the UMWA negotiating with the owners “immediately” when the mine opened 

the next day.27 It was a clear victory for workers’ control of the mines, and of direct action 

over union conciliation. The miners did not completely lose the propaganda war either. 

Although the small strike was lambasted by most of the press, an “East Coulee Reader” 

later penned an excellent essay in the CFF paper Edmonton People’s Weekly outlining the 

position of the strikers, and correctly called out the “concerted effort by industrialists to 

discredit trade-unions and labour whenever and wherever possible.”28  

 As the winter of 1943 dragged on, the situation in Alberta mines was getting ever 

more poisonous. Though wage controls were largely ineffective, the onerous diktats 

directed specifically at miners were deeply unpopular with the workforce. Although they 

were difficult (if not impossible) to enforce, the employer still wielded them like a 

hammer over the heads of their employees. The Order in Council that forbade miners 

from leaving their employment was never really enforced. Employers certainly threatened 

their workers with it though. And the law against strikes was widely ignored, but it was 

still a law. In Robb, Alberta 26 coal miners struck the small Thirty-Two Colliery over the 

“quantity and quality of the meals served.” The miners were particularly incensed at the 

                                                
25 Drumheller Mail, 28 January 1943. 
 
26 S&L 43-24, Secret Report, 12 February 1943. 
 
27 Calgary Herald, 28 January 1943. 
 
28 Edmonton People’s Weekly, 3 April 1943. 
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lack of cheese and oranges in their lunch boxes.29 The miners did not have a union, so the 

employer simply fired five of the agitators and the men went back to work. Although the 

order in council covering mines dictated that the employer could not fire the men, the 

DoL took no issue with the action. The sword of apathy and impotence cut both ways. 

 Lack of services was a common reason for going on strike. In fact, coffee almost 

provoked a valley-wide strike in Drumheller in that same winter. The winter of 1943 was 

extremely cold. Coal mining in Drumheller was not an indoor-only affair. As the badlands 

were cut so quickly after the ice-age, the striations are very pronounced. Mines cut into 

the coal layer like a straw into a layered cake, and then the coal was transferred to the 

tipple, a large semi-outdoor sorting machine where coal was loaded onto railcars for 

transportation. 

                                                
29 S&L 43-32. Secret Memo, 9 February 1943.  
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 30 

At the Newcastle Mine in the Valley, 140 workers struck at the beginning of February and 

demanded hot coffee for surfacemen, as that was the norm during cold weather.31 The day 

before, workers had asked for hot coffee to be served to the men working in the tipple and 

on the surface. The mine manager told the workers that he would look into it at the 

rationing board. The next day the men struck without notice, and the 800 tonnes of coal 

that the mine normally produced stayed underneath the prairie for one more day. The 

RCMP immediately determined that the strike was illegal, and demanded that the miners 

go back to work.32 Just as quickly, the UMWA disowned the strike. Secretary William 

                                                
30 This is the last remaining tipple standing, found at the Atlas Coal Mine Museum in the Drumheller 
Valley. From Atlas Coal Mine, National Historical Site.  
 
31 Calgary Herald, 30 January 1943. 
 
32 S&L 43-33. Secret Report from Edmonton HQ. 1 February 1943.  
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Briggs stated that “the dispute does not involve the union,” and ignored it. In private, 

Secretary Briggs told the DoL that he “could not promise” the government “that the men 

will return,” but he gave his personal assurance that the leadership “would do all in our 

power to keep up production.”33 The mine operators said that as there was nothing in the 

agreement about coffee, the men would not be getting any. The workers seemed to know 

that their wildcat was not going to pay dividends this time, and went back to work after 

the weekend.34 The government responded by ordering all mines in the Valley to stop 

serving coffee to their workers. If none had any coffee at work, then perhaps they could 

eliminate such petty strikes. On this front the government was quite wrong. 

 The same day that the miners at Newcastle went out, there was significant trouble 

brewing down the road at the Star Mine in Aerial. Miners felt that they were being 

underpaid. As in Newcastle, if the operators were unwilling or unable to increase miners’ 

pay, perhaps the managers could be forced to increase the quality of miners’ work 

environment and decrease their mining-related costs. At Star the workers demanded free 

carbide from the employer. Carbide is the fuel that lights the lamps of the workers, and 

the workers thought that the employer should pay for it. Indeed, the same operators paid 

for their workers’ carbide at  another mine, but Star emphatically did not. On 1 February 

1943 175 miners told their employer that it was going to give them free carbide or they 

were going to walk. The mine manager called their bluff, and the miners walked out.35 

                                                
33 S&L 43-33. William Briggs to FE Harrison, DoL, 1 February 1943.  
 
34 Drumheller Mail, 4 February 1943. 
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 The RCMP had a particular interest in the strike, and mentioned that the main 

agitators were “young men” who were “a source of great difficulty anyways.” The Local 

union president told the police that it was “all he could do to keep the men at work” as 

their level of dissatisfaction was so intense. He “strongly urged” his members to keep at 

the job, but “they paid no attention to him.”36 The RCMP was particularly concerned that 

the majority of strikers were Hungarian, and that there were only “4 or 5 men British 

born” in the workforce. At a meeting on the second day of the strike, the workers voted to 

continue the strike until union leadership could come from Calgary to talk to them about 

the issue. 

 UMWA leaders quickly arrived at the mine. District vice-President John Stokaluk 

told the miners to go back to work. Stokaluk was a respected and long-standing militant, 

organizer, and executive member of the Communist Party, but the men refused his 

request.37 The strikers stood fast on their demand for free carbide.38 Emboldened by the 

“Free Carbide” strike, workers at the nearby Newcastle mine restarted their “Free Coffee” 

strike on 8 February.39 With two locals out, leaders at District 18 headquarters in Calgary 

were pressured to get their miners back in line and back to the pits. President Levitt and 

Vice-President Stokaluk had been talking to John L. Lewis and the DoL more than their 

members and local leadership. Quickly after Stokaluk’s demands were ignored, the 
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37 Stephen Lyon Endicott, Bienfait: The Saskatchewan Miners' Struggle of '31 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2002), 133. During the Depression “many of the Ukrainian miners held him in awe.” 
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38 Calgary Herald, 5 February 1943. 
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UMWA leadership decided to find another way to get their workers back in line. District 

18 leaders were not thinking about more meetings with the miners; they were now 

planning on pulling the local’s charter. With a geographic agreement, this would mean 

that all of the striking miners would be fired as they were no longer union members. 

Pulling charters was an extreme but effective measure. DoL representative FE Harrison 

noted that Levitt had assured the Department that the UMWA had given permission to 

pull charters from locals if they refused to go back to work, and would exercise this to 

enforce discipline.40  

 When the union charter of the strikers at Newcastle were directly threatened they 

swallowed their demands and went back to the pits. Workers over at the Star mine were 

not so easily cowed, and on 8 February voted to continue their strike.41 The following day, 

the company went on the offensive. In a circular printed in the Calgary Herald, the 

company reminded readers that the strike was illegal and clearly in contravention of 

federal law, and further noted that the collective agreement clearly laid out a framework 

for settling local and general disputes, which the strikers were ignoring. Rosedale further 

noted that both the DoL and the UMWA were against the strike, and that they were 

willing to negotiate and settle the dispute.42 That same day, John L. Lewis personally 

telegraphed the miners at Star, saying that if they did not go back to work they “were 

liable to lose their charter.” A miner responded that it was “just another bluff for us to go 

                                                
40 S&L 43-33. FE Harrison to MM Maclean (Director of Industrial Relations), 9 February 1943. Levitt 
actually told the DoL that the strike was due to the actions of the secretary of the local, a worker known as 
Hobson. UMWA District leadership was actively tattling on his militant members to the government; 
probably to simultaneously evidence his responsibility and hopefully to rid himself of recalcitrant local 
leadership.  
 
41 Calgary Herald, 8 February 1943. 
 
42 Calgary Herald, 9 February 1943. 
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back to work.” The strikers ignored Lewis. On 11 February the local held a vote whether 

to remain on strike or go back to work. The UMWA forced its members to hold the vote 

by secret ballot. Secret ballots had the effect of discouraging militancy, and were always 

favoured by less militant actors.43 Nevertheless, the militants carried the day, but in much 

diminished capacity, winning by a small margin of 53 to 44. The day after, Levitt had 

enough of this minor insurrection and decided to pull the miners’ charter.  

 The District 18 president revoked the charter of the striking miners at Star.44 The 

UMWA had a closed shop agreement with the district mines; this meant that as the miners 

were no longer union members, they could no longer be employed. All strikers were 

immediately fired. Levitt gave a handpicked group a new union charter, and all workers 

were forced to reapply for both union membership and employment at Star - hardhat in 

hand. The road from the picket line to grovelling in front of the employer for a job was a 

difficult walk indeed. In fact, what Levitt did was cede power of union membership to the 

employer. By pulling the charter he allowed the Star mine to decide who to rehire and 

who would be left unemployed. Moreover, it meant that any miner who was not taken 

back was effectively blacklisted from the UMWA. Four workers suffered this fate, 

including one man, Mike Bakos, who was injured at the time and not taken back on.45 

When the state or capital could not get workers back on the job, a union bureaucrat 

certainly could. By 15 February the mine was running again, and the local was being 

administered directly by District 18.46 The DoL was ebullient with the result and the 

                                                
43 Calgary Herald, 11 February 1943. 
 
44 Cape Breton Gazette, 13 February 1943. 
 
45 The spelling of the last name was Bakos in some instances, and Bokos in others. 
46 Calgary Herald, 15 February 1943. 
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“responsibility” shown by Livett in the matter.47 The demand for free carbide was 

officially dropped. 

 The crushing of the Star strike by the union leadership did not compel peace. Only 

a few days later another illegal strike broke out at the Hygrade mine, when 180 strikers 

stormed off the job demanding that a foreman be fired for assaulting a union member.48 A 

quick apology was all it took to get the men back to work, but it was clear that the miners 

were far from cowed. Later in March nearly 400 UMWA members struck for better 

bathhouse conditions out in Nordegg. They demanded that their employer pump water 

from the water tower, instead of reusing old drainage water.49 Their water situation 

improved, even if District 18 did not agree to their methods and posted a notice that the 

men were expected back the day following. Less than two weeks later over 120 miners 

walked off the job on another illegal strike in Rosedale, at the far end of the Drumheller 

Valley.50 Leadership at District 18 ordered them to return to work before their demands 

were met. At the end of March, a UMWA local voted to give itself a long weekend. 

Miners at the Brilliant mine in Drumheller said that they would no longer work on 

Saturdays, made a motion, had a vote, and passed it. The government and the UMWA 

considered it a strike, and the UMWA forced the local to rescind the motion under threat 

of charter revocation.51 

                                                                                                                                             
 
47 S&L 43-34. MM Maclean to F. Harrison. 18 February 1943.  
 
48 Cape Breton Gazette, 26 February 1943. 
 
49 Edmonton Journal, 17 March 1943. 
 
50 S&L 43-89. RCMP Report, 24 March 1943.  
 
51 S&L 43-104. RCMP Report, 7 April 1943.  
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 As the winter turned to spring, miners in Alberta were an unhappy lot. The small 

strikes that had inundated the mines since the outbreak of the war had become more 

common, larger, and more intense. The attack on the Star local by the UMWA had not 

calmed the unrest in the mines and, in many ways, had even made it worse. After the Star 

miners had their charter revoked, a few union members had been unable to get work. 

Mike Bakos had been blacklisted. He was a union official at Star, and was seen as 

troublesome by both the UMWA and the mine operators, even though he was injured at 

the time of the wildcat. The miners in the Drumheller Valley were deeply unhappy with 

the receivership action of their union bosses, and decided to do something about it. On a 

Wednesday night in the middle of April miners in Drumheller Valley held a meeting and 

a vote, and decided on a plan of action.52 District representative Edgar Boyd warned the 

men against their plan. The miners democratically ignored his plea. The next day they 

went to the mine operators with a demand: reinstate Bakos at his original position or the 

entire Valley would go out on a general strike. The RCMP had the memo quickly, and 

anticipated serious trouble.53 The miners elected a strike committee to show that they 

were serious. UMWA leadership warned the men that this strike action would lead to ever 

more union discipline, including charter revocations.54  

 The DoL seemed to know a great deal about the internal workings of the UMWA, 

and UMWA leadership was in constant communication with the department in an effort to 

stymie their members’ actions. The democratically elected strike committee was “being 
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ignored by the UMWA,” and the DoL knew that the committees’ members would be 

quickly subject to union discipline if they did not call off the strike.55 Further, the DoL 

knew that: 

this stand by the UMWA would seem to add some weight to the rumours 
that the local union leaders have been acquiring a feeling of great 
importance and strength which is not desired by the District Officials. 
Also, the motive behind the present strike is to show strength in their 
difference with the District, and possibly to impress Ottawa with their 
strength in view of…a new wage agreement.56  
 

The DoL assumed what is relatively clear in hindsight. This general strike was called to 

agitate against the UMWA leadership, and to force Ottawa to modify wage controls. This 

general strike was going to be a fight from the bottom up against the fiat legislation of the 

wartime state on wage and price controls and a union leadership that demanded loyalty 

and responsibility but responded with timidity. The miners wanted a better life and were 

willing to fight for it. It was as democratic and grassroots as any action during the war, 

and it was done illegally, in clear defiance of state, capital, and union leadership itself.57 

 By 16 April Bakos was not reinstated and the miners of the Valley launched a 

general strike. Drumheller was the largest domestic coalfield in Canada, and this was a 

complete general strike in mining. All mining and coal movement was shut down, and all 

of the mines were forced to close. The workers had decided to ignore and punish their 

union, and to bolster their position on the fiat laws regarding coal wages and conditions. 

The 1943 general strike was the largest strike in the Valley’s history, and all 17 mines 
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were closed with hard pickets. Over 2,015 men were on the picket line in defiance of both 

the law and their union.58 The mine owners were worried. Each mine had “stacks of 

orders on hand that would keep the men busy throughout the summer,” but with no one to 

mine the coal, those stacks only increased in size. The miners quickly closed ranks, and 

strike committee leader Tom Mackie told a reporter that although the UMWA might be 

against the strike “the miners were backing the strike 100 per cent.”59 Of interest here is 

that the strike committee identified themselves and their members as “miners,” and not 

“UMWA.”60 The state immediately labelled the general strike illegal, but it was also 

“declared illegal by the executives and officers of the UMWA,” who refused to 

countenance the action and decried it in the media. Such a response is logical, as the 

general strike was launched largely in retribution against UMWA leaders and their close 

working relationship with the state and the coal operators. Over 10,000 tons of 

economically necessary coal per day suddenly went unmined on account of the strike.  

 On the first day of the strike Justice TM Tweedie ruled in a special arbitration 

hearing that Star did not have to re-employ Bakos because he had been involved in an 

illegal strike. The miners directly attacked Justice Tweedie, specifically the fact that he 

had referred to Bakos as an “alien.” Mackie of the strike committee bit back: “we are not 

interested in the nationality of any member of the United Mine Workers.”61 UMWA 

leadership refused to back down, and Livett sent a telegram to the DoL stating that he 
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“would use every possible means to have the striking mine workers at Drumheller observe 

the conditions of their contract with the operators.”62 The Strike Committee was not 

frightened. On the first night of the general strike they held a large meeting, and had a 

vote on whether to continue the strike or go back to work. Their members voted “solidly” 

to remain on strike until their single demand had been met.63 Meanwhile, the 5 day work 

week was gaining ground in other UMWA locals, including in Lethbridge.64 The 

authoritarian UMWA leadership in District 18 was suddenly under a great deal of 

pressure.  

 The state was not going to allow the general strike to stand. After declaring it 

illegal, the DoL sent Fred Harrison to Drumheller to demand that the strikers return to 

work. The DoL was often relatively successful at using the soft touch to get workers back 

on the job, but the strikers were not listening. Not this time. Though there were plans for 

mass meetings, the miners remained relatively quiet during the strike. Some “spaded their 

gardens,” while others went about “fixing fences around their little homes.” The macro 

effects were rather notable, however.65 Thousands of tons of coal were not being mined a 

day, and over $12,000 in wages were staying out of the miners’ pockets. 

 Though the “strike had been declared illegal, this did not appear to affect the 

men.”66 And on 18 April, Fred Harrison of the DoL again ordered the miners back to 

work. And again, his demands were rebuffed. The coal operators saw weakness. They 
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stated that as “the strike was called without the sanction of executive officers of the 

UMWA, and as the miners have been ordered to return by the UMWA and FE 

Harrison…the strike committee has no power to negotiate a settlement.”67 The miners, 

knowing that the UMWA did not support them, looked to the government to help the 

working man. The strike committee sent a wire to J. Macgregor Stewart, the national coal 

controller asking for his help. With the general strike almost a week in, and the Alberta 

government wanting no part of the strike as it was “a federal matter,” on 20 April the 

strikers were at a loss on where the strike was to go. In the meantime, the UMWA 

demanded that the strike committee show up in Calgary for discipline.68 When the strike 

committee showed up in Calgary at District 18 headquarters, they had tense meetings with 

the leadership. It was further complicated because District 18 leadership forced all of its 

sub-district leadership to attend. Levitt was going to tell his subordinates exactly what he 

thought of insubordination, even the ones who were not involved in the strike. Following 

five hours of deliberation (“the longest of any union meeting [held] there”) the strike 

leadership agreed to hold a secret ballot vote on a return to work.69 It was not the outcome 

that the UMWA leadership wanted. It was certainly better than appearing to be, and 

actually being, unable to control the situation. 

 Sunday afternoon came. Bakos was officially accepted for work at a small mine, 

and the coal operators and the government believed that the miners’ grievances had been 

met. The UMWA was agitating loudly and openly for its members to return to work, and 
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had dispatched ever more resources to the area to help miners choose the right kind of 

vote. Union leadership had a representative speak at every local’s vote on behalf of 

ceasing the general strike and returning to work. Nobody was allowed to speak in favour 

of continuing.70 When the votes were counted on Sunday evening the outcome was quite 

clear. By a count of more than two to one, 546 to 294, despite Bakos receiving a job offer 

at another mine, the miners voted to continue the general strike.71 They demanded that he 

be reinstated to the Star mine, not given a job elsewhere.   

 The paucity of voters is illuminating. Coal mining, like most industrial production, 

was seasonal until World War II. In fact, most waged labour was still highly seasonal 

before the war. Continuous production regardless of seasonal ebb was a reflection of 

wartime needs that were solidified through technological innovation and industrial 

discipline. With coal, there was a baseline need to keep industry going, but the majority of 

Drumheller’s coal was for domestic heating use. The need for heating fuel drastically 

dropped off in the summer for obvious reasons. Drumheller always saw short winter days, 

and cold weather was the norm. Working in the mines, which were generally warm, was 

not the worst option. In the summer, when days were long and the Valley turned into one 

of the most beautiful places in the world, the mine looks like a far less appealing an 

option. Most miners supplemented their wages by doing agricultural work. There was 

little mine work in Alberta’s warm, but short growing season. So it made good financial 

sense to work as a hired hand rather than tough it out for a few days of work a week at the 

pithead. This raises the question, then, as to why the miners did not simply vote to go 
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back to work. The miners wanted to thumb their noses at the UMWA, who they saw as 

undemocratic, unresponsive, and too often interested in the needs of the coal operators 

and the desires of the government. They also wanted to strengthen their hand against 

federal control over their wages. The miners wanted more money, and if the coal 

operators refused to give it to them due to “government edict” then the government’s 

edicts could be changed through force. 

 Suddenly, however, on 28 April, the miners decided to go back to work. A mine 

near Star agreed to accept Bakos as an employee after a great deal of prodding from the 

federal government. At a mass meeting Bakos gave an acceptance speech which seemed 

to placate the membership. There were allegedly some shenanigans with the UMWA 

District leadership prompting him to accept the terms, but these did not seem to affect the 

outcome. At that same mass meeting the miners voted to return to work.72 With that vote 

the 12 day illegal, wildcat, general strike of Drumheller miners ended. 

 At the end of the strike, the DoL was wary. They noted that the miners were still 

“very bitter” at the Rosedale Coal Co. who operated Star. The DoL clearly perceived that 

miners resented what sure seemed like collusion between the District leadership and the 

coal operators. The DoL further noted that Star would be a “hotbed for labour disputes” 

moving forward, due to the miners’ hatred of the owner’s “recalcitrant attitude towards 

labour.”73 DoL officials thought that the workers came out of the strike united and strong. 

That the miners were able to maintain the general strike despite the anger coming from 

District leadership and pressure from the state. This did not bode well for the future, as the 

                                                
72 Edmonton Journal, 28 April 1943. 
 
73 S&L 43-116. Secret Memorandum, 3 May 1943.  
 



 - 333 - 

miners’ demands were still unmet. The fact that “three District officials” were going 

“from one camp to another addressing the miners and urging better cooperation between 

the Locals and the District with a view to no more strikes” elicited little confidence in the 

potential for labour peace. DoL officials stated that “while this dispute has been settled, 

there undoubtedly still remains an undercurrent of unrest.”74  

 As a result of the general strike one would expect some disciplinary rebuke from 

District 18. Yet District leadership did not go into Drumheller threatening to put more 

locals into receivership. In fact, the leadership was under pressure on multiple fronts. The 

leadership of the UMWA had newfound impetus to listen to their members a bit more, 

and step away from intimidation and coercion. In 1943 District 18 leadership knew that 

they were in trouble in the Canadian west. Livett and the other UMWA leaders found out 

that Tom McEwan, a notable communist organizer fresh from the internment camps, was 

organizing for Mine-Mill, and was holding miners’ meetings all over BC. Mine-Mill was 

looking to extend their union from hardrock into coal.75 With an angry membership, 

finger waving government officials, and recalcitrant coal operators all seemingly 

conspiring against them, the last thing that the UMWA wanted was a raid from a 

democratic union promising more militant, more responsive leadership. It would be a 

disaster for the UMWA to lose their stronghold in District 18, so offering more carrots 

and fewer sticks was the prudent course. The wildcat general strike in Drumheller 

unmistakeably showed UMWA leadership that they could neither ignore demands from 

their members nor their propensity to strike. 
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UMWA leadership was not corrupt in any traditional sense. It was however, 

conservative, and from the International leadership down to a handpicked District 

leadership believed in the sanctity of the contract.76 The general strike in the Drumheller 

Valley showed the leadership that if they were unwilling to fight alongside the miners, the 

miners would take the fight to the employer themselves. Thus the general strike spurned a 

relatively restrained leadership into action. After a relatively quiet summer in the mines, 

winter was approaching, and coal season was about to start anew. District 18 officials 

demanded that the government abandon its order in council that wages be kept to a 

“reasonable standard.” These standards were based on 1920s wages, a time that saw 

intense action against coal miners and wage reductions across Canada. Moreover, the 

leaders knew that the wage controls were poorly and selectively enforced, and were more 

of a hammer against a large bargaining unit that could be easily controlled on a national 

level.  

Wage controls were weak and weakly enforced, so the UMWA thought that 

miners should not be subject to a control that mostly existed on paper. Moreover, miners 

in the USA had recently won a dollar and a half daily increase through strike action, 

showing that wage controls could be beat.77 At the 1943 UMWA September convention 

the leadership was pushed to hold a strike vote over three key demands: a $2.00 increase 

                                                
76 Cyrus Leo Sulzberger, Sit Down with John L. Lewis (Random House, 1938), 150. This was not only 
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for all workers, overtime pay, a five-day workweek, and paid vacations.78 Seven thousand 

eight hundred and forty-nine members voted in favour, with only 399 opposed. It was a 

massive victory for militants in the union, and a headache for the leadership, as everyone 

involved knew this was going to be an illegal strike. After stalling for a month the union 

was finally pushed by its militant membership into openly threatening a strike for 15 

October. As per the eternal rules of Ottawa, a Royal Commission was struck instead to 

deal with the miners’ demands, and to delay the strike. 

The Royal Commission on Coal met at the start of the coal season to listen to the 

UMWA’s demands, to avert a strike, and to hear the opinions of government and the coal 

operators’ officials.79 On the first day of the meeting on 29 October 1943 Robert Livett 

“informed the commission that the UMWA objected to the terms of the order constituting 

this commission in so far as it only contained power to recommend measures to be taken” 

and lacked the “authority to put such recommendations into effect.”80 The Commission 

was going to be like all of the other commissions, a stalling tactic that was unable to offer 

binding solutions to the problem of workers. Backed into a corner by an angry 

membership, Livett lashed out, saying that “the membership of District 18, and backed up 

by other industrial workers has completely lost faith and confidence in the set-up of the 

National War Labour Board. We have been forced into this situation to get action.”81 

                                                
78 They also demanded an increase to their beer ration, which was only 12 a month. At the convention cries 
of “no beer, no work!” were heard. They actually won this demand. 
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UMWA members were angry at the ceiling put on their wages, and the federal control of 

their work and mobility. They felt that they deserved more and better. 

The UMWA leadership could no longer control its members’ militancy, and with 

the American leaders having their own problems with the state, the executive was much 

more open to listening to its rank and file.82 The UMWA had over eight thousand angry 

members, and their leaders could not put every local into receivership, let alone find 

thousands of new workers to mine the coal.83 The government could not arrest all of the 

members, and certainly did not have the jail space. The miners had to push the 

government to act, to abandon wage controls, to abandon price controls on coal, and to 

allow them to bargain against their employer. The nonsense of calling unionists ‘traitors’ 

and ‘agents of Hitler’ had worn thin by 1943. Labour had done its part in the war, and 

now it was time for employers and the state to recognize that with material concessions.  

Livett came to the Commission with the three demands put forth by the militant 

membership at the earlier District 18 convention. All were packaged with and backed by a 

strike mandate. Like in the USA, the UMWA demanded a two dollar a day increase for all 

wage and contract employees alongside a minimum day rate of $5.78. They further 

demanded time and a half for overtime and Saturday work, and two weeks paid holiday a 

year after one year of employment. The union further stated that these demands were 

final, and if the Commission did not demand and enact them, the UMWA was going to 

pull all of District 18 at midnight on 29 October.  
                                                
82 CD Howe obsessed that Lewis was the prime reason for the strike in Alberta. On this, as on so many other 
things, he was quite wrong. The American situation, at best, allowed for some space for Lewis’s regime in 
Canada to capitulate to the demands of its membership. MKD, 3 November 1943. 
 
83 It should also be mentioned that John L. Lewis had been forced to called a coal strike in 1943 because of 
member pressure, and had visited Calgary in the fall of 1943 to talk with Levitt. Lewis probably gave Levitt 
a green light to District 18’s leaders to take action if need be. 
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The Commission balked; it said it had no such power, that it were only 

investigating, that it could not give binding findings. By 1943 workers had been to this 

dance and found it quite tedious indeed. The process of striking, having a commission or 

board called, speaking at the commission, waiting for the commission’s non-binding 

findings, and then having to strike again to get the findings enacted was a shoddy, busted 

waltz. Forced into making such a speech by his militant membership, Livett made his 

demands known to the Commission, and left. If the miners’ demands were not met, the 

UMWA was going to strike and cut Canada’s coal production by more than half 

overnight. Ironically, the government’s best hope for peace suddenly lay with the 

Communists, who were somewhat powerful and respected in the UMWA.84 However, 

even though the official party line was for full production and the curtailment of strikes, 

their militants on the ground were in no mood to listen to Communist leadership either.85 

The miners stated that they would stay out for as long as it took to get their demands, the 

legal status of their action of minor issue. Justice O’Connor of the Commission scolded 

Livett that “you want to be above the government,” as “the government has declared that 

there will not be a strike.” But the Commission did nothing, assuming that the normally 

pliant Livett was bluffing. 

 This time, the UMWA leader was most emphatically not. After the briefing, strike 

notices were sent out to every local in District 18 with a reverse strike clause, “if you hear 

nothing then the strike is on.” The UMWA had bullet-proofed its strike notice against 

                                                
84 It is difficult to know how many UMWA supported the CPC, but returns in coal towns skew heavily 
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tampering, against false last minute ‘agreements,’ or state-sponsored telegraph 

shenanigans. Every local had a strike vote, and every local voted to strike.86 When no stop 

order came through, at midnight on 29 October 1943, District 18 launched a general strike 

in western coal production. Coal production in western Canada stopped. Telegrams 

started to pour into the DoL noting that the miners were walking out in the middle of the 

night shift. This was the largest coal strike in Canadian history, and it happened during the 

height of the war, with winter on the horizon. “A determined effort was made by the 

chairman and other members of the Commission to secure a reconsideration by the 

UMWA not to go on strike,” but it came to nothing. The strike was on. As arch 

reactionary HR Plommer of Dunsmuir mines said “we will see who is running Canada, 

the unions or the government.”87 Justice O’Connor was ever more full of anti-union 

animus, stating that because of the strike “Good Canadians are going to suffer in body and 

health and some are going to die.”88 

 The strike was immediately declared illegal and worried homeowners and business 

alike with winter creeping in. Short supplies meant cold homes and potentially closed 

businesses. Some miners involved in the extraction of copper and iron were represented 

by District 18, and these mines shipped 100% of their ore for war production. The 

government insisted it would not negotiate with the miners while they were on strike. The 

UMWA ignored them. In response District 18’s leadership - Livett, John Stokaluk, district 

organizer D. Macdonald, and RI Susner - were summoned immediately to Ottawa and 
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sent on a priority plane. It turned out that the government would negotiate with workers 

on strike, it merely needed sufficient incentive to do so. The government needed this 

strike settled, and soon. Miners were in no mood for ever more stalling. They even 

admonished the government directly on their “dilly dallying”  tactics of commissions and 

boards in public.89 UMWA leaders had their demands given to them from their members, 

and entered Ottawa in a strong bargaining position. Their position was so strong that the 

government did not even bother to invite the coal operators, although they had expressed 

a desire to go as well.90  

The government could not arrest 8,500 miners, let alone find 8,500 people 

qualified to dig coal. It had to bargain, but its credibility was quite publically at stake, as 

were wage and price controls themselves. C.D. Howe and Finance Minister JL Ilsley, both 

“reactionary” in King’s estimation and close to the manufacturers, demanded that King 

send in the army to put down the strike. They wanted to maintain wage and price controls 

and their own credibility.91 Failing that, Howe advocated for simply conscripting the 

miners and putting them under martial discipline. Just as soldiers could be shot for failing 

to obey orders, perhaps the miners could be persuaded in a similar fashion. Howe was 

literally advancing the notion that the Prime Minister should use the army to conscript and 

then shoot recalcitrant miners until they agreed to mine coal at agreed wage rates. Despite 
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the fact that dead men cannot dig coal, this option was relatively popular within the 

Liberal cabinet.  

King queried Howe on whether one “could run a nation on this basis,” whether the 

government could drive men into the mines with “fear of being shot from behind.”92 This 

was clearly true; miners could easily move to other industries, jurisdictions, even 

geographies. Apart from being morbid and evil, such a notion was also unworkable and 

untenable. Moreover, even attempting to enforce industrial discipline in such a manner 

could turn the working population against the government and the state. Moreover, the 

working population was young, able, and obviously aggressive. With young males mostly 

abroad in the forces, who would be left to control such an obviously explosive, even 

revolutionary situation? King was aghast at both ideas. A veteran of miners’ struggles, 

King knew that “deep mining” was not “something that we could force any man to 

undertake against his will with any hope of result.”93 Shooting workers to enforce 

industrial discipline was beyond the realm of possibility for King, let alone society, if not 

his cabinet.  

Interested in other ways to break the strike, the Liberal cabinet floated the idea of 

merely buying coal from the US. This seemed a logical idea until King pointed out that no 

American UMWA miner would agree to dig coal destined for their northern strike-bound 

comrades in Canada. Roosevelt had just bought labour peace from his miners days before. 

The President had agreed to extraordinary wage demands, and took the unprecedented 

path of putting mines under federal control. Goading American miners out on strike yet 
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again might cause the Americans to invade and occupy Canada simply out of spite. Bereft 

of ideas, the Prime Minister considered simply taking over control of the mines, as 

Roosevelt had recently done in the United States. Howe and Ilsley were horrified at the 

intrusion on private property and removed the possibility from the table.94   

Electricity production in the west was extensively coal based, and plants started to 

cut back due to want of coal. Edmonton immediately scaled back the number of hours 

streetlamps were lit. UMWA members had picked a particularly effective time to go on 

strike. Winter had arrived and coal supplies were low. Though the reports in the 

newspapers were not dramatic, the reality was that the coal situation was dire. King knew 

that “unless coal was mined we would have an appalling situation in Western Canada.”95 

CC McLaurin, the regional coal controller for Alberta noted that even in July only “35% 

of Alberta’s coal requirements had been met.” Talking privately with the national coal 

controller, King was horrified to find out how low coal stocks actually were. Private 

industry had virtually no supply, and would close within weeks, if not days. Private 

homes were particularly barren of coal, and there was serious worry about people dying of 

exposure if a cold snap emerged.96 With 90% of western Canada’s coal mined by UMWA 

members, there was no relief coming. After the strike was called, it quickly spread to non-

union mines that went out in sympathy. Miners at smaller pits in Alberta and BC knew 

that if the UMWA won, their wages would increase as well.97 There was no supply, 

insufficient reserves, and tremendous need. As Mackenzie King noted, “a coal strike 
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calculated to occasion a fuel famine, with the approach of winter and at a time of war, is 

about as terrible thing as the nation can face.”98 

With the union members firmly on strike, with strong mandates and hard pickets, 

UMWA leadership set to work in Ottawa. King found the UMWA leaders “indefinite and 

hazy about the whole situation,” which was probably a sound assessment.99 Taking on the 

state was not a fight that the leadership wanted - it was one their membership demanded. 

The Munitions Department implemented emergency measures on coal. From 2 November 

forward, houses could only buy coal for a 15-day period. All other coal deliveries were 

suddenly subject to restrictions unless they were for industrial war use.100 No deliveries 

were to be made to anyone with more than a ten day supply of coal. With the demand for 

coal so great, the government suddenly publicized a previously secret order in council that 

it had prepared when the UMWA first threatened a general strike in October. PC 8021 (14 

October 1943) made strikes in coal mines a criminal act. It also laid out fines of $25 to 

$100 per day for illegally striking miners, and/or imprisonment for one to three months. It 

was an onerous law, and like the others ignored.101 Livett was made aware of the order on 

4 November, but it had little impact on him. Harold Winch, a socialist from the CCF was 

much more supportive of the miners than their leadership. Winch decried the “fascism” of 

PC 8021, loudly supported the strikers in this expression of the “class war,” and 
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demanded socialization of the mines.102 Concurrent with the government introducing 

vicious legislation against job action by miners, it paid for strip mines to be built in 

Alberta and aggressively supported laying gas lines for heating. Strip mines would be run 

by members of the Steam Shovel and Operating Engineers Union instead of the UMWA, 

and the gas operations were all non-union.103 The government was worried about the 

potential of this strike lasting and was actively building contingencies and infrastructure. 

With the general strike nearing a week old, the mine operators started to pressure 

the government. The Western Canadian Coal Operators’ Association said that they 

“would not pay one more cent” to the miners unless coal price controls were lifted.104 The 

miners refused to move on their demands, even with the new legislation outlining harsh 

repercussions for their illegal strike. King was out of options and refused to countenance 

violence, yet his cabinet was profoundly against modifying any wage or price control 

legislation. So the government broke. The piecemeal returns that Labour Minister 

Mitchell had offered up were voided, and King pushed his intractable cabinet to cleave to 

his ideas on how to solve the strike.105 The cabinet empowered the commission to make a 

binding decision, including the elimination of price controls on coal. Undoubtedly the 

restarting of the Commission was probably a bit “bogus,” UMWA leadership almost 

certainly made some sort of deal with the government in Ottawa, which was then passed 

                                                
102 He would later be admonished by CCF leadership who saw the labour movement as a tool rather than the 
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down to the “independent” Commission.106 Nevertheless, this was a serious compromise 

with wide-ranging social and economic consequences. It also allowed the government to 

save some face with the public. One of the main complaints from labour throughout the 

war was that the mandatory commissions had no binding power, making them an obvious 

stalling tactic that was ineffectual to boot. In only a few days the general strike in District 

18 had broken wage controls, reformed price controls, and transformed the commission 

system - all things that the labour movement had been agitating against since their fiat 

imposition.107 With a victory in hand, Livett telegraphed his District to tell the men to go 

back to work.  

 The miners did not return to work.108 Miners and their locals received the order to 

return to work, but they roundly ignored it. In meetings from Vancouver Island to the 

Crow’s Nest Pass and through to Edmonton, miners voted down the back to work order 

almost to the local. The leadership may have thought that they won a significant victory in 

the realm of industrial relations, but for miners, nothing had changed. Miners looked to 

the promises made by union leaders in the steel strikes earlier that year. In that case union 

leadership had assured the strikers that the labour board would come back with a 

satisfactory decision, and had reluctantly agreed to go back to work. After a long delay, 

the board gave the workers far less than the union had promised.109 With no coal and none 

coming, the miners thought that sustained militancy was a better option. After all, this 
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‘victory’ was still only promises from a system that ignored miners’ demands and rebuked 

their arguments, and had shown itself in the past to be nothing more than a stalling tactic. 

Spurned by his membership, Levitt genuflected to the government, who, to be fair, had 

just made a major concession. He told the public that the executive was “doing everything 

in our power to get them back” to work.110 In all, 5,500 miners refused the back to work 

order. Some locals said nothing. Some demanded a referendum vote on going back to 

work. A few locals, particularly in the Valley, voted to go back, but the majority stayed 

out.111 In fact, at Blairmore over a thousand miners held a rally where they decided to 

press for even more concessions, and demanded the return of JL Cohen to the NWLB.112 

Two days later Stokaluk was sent to the heavily communist town to personally appeal to 

the miners there, but was rebuffed. 

With the majority of UMWA miners ignoring the back to work order, Levitt had 

gotten exactly what he did not want - a District 18 wildcat general strike. UMWA 

leadership thought that by letting the workers strike in a relatively controlled manner they 

could shape the narrative surrounding the conflict and channel this shopfloor power into 

significant legislative gains. When miners did not see the gains, they decided to retain that 

power instead of ceding it up the ladder of bureaucracy.  

Despite the ongoing strike, the Commission quickly restarted its mission. This was 

a cabinet level decision. King wanted to restart immediately, breaking with tradition, for 

the sake of coal production. The cabinet men surrounding him were mostly against, and 
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still thought that they could maintain industrial discipline. Moreover they desired to at 

least be seen as in control of the workers.113 But King sat his cabinet down and explained 

that the dearth of coal was much more serious than the newspapers had said. In the end, 

even Howe was on board for allowing the Commission to proceed, even though it showed 

weakness and broke longstanding protocol. The union had ordered their workers back, 

and this show of responsibility by the leadership further helped King’s case. King 

personally signed the order, and the Commission moved forward.114 King was hurt and 

felt betrayed when more miners went on strike later that evening. It was if all his hard 

work and advocacy was being repaid with workers’ spite. For a man who argued that 

“labour will never know the friend they have in myself at the Council,” this must have 

personally stung.115 

Once the Commission finished, they said they would issue a binding order for 

wages and conditions for coal miners. Their point made, and with little more to gain, the 

thousands of miners remaining on strike went back to work. Wildcatting miners had 

forced the cabinet and the Commission to rush their reporting and break their own rules, 

so going back to work under these circumstances was a victory. Miners in western Canada 

had been on strike illegally for 14 days in open defiance of their union. The miners had 

proven to be ungovernable. Banning their strikes, ever increasingly onerous and harsh 

state regulation, the pleas of union leadership, none had proved effective. The miners may 

have returned, but their return came with an obvious threat. If the Commission did not 
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come back with the specific, binding findings that the workers demanded, or at least could 

live with, then coal production would cease in western Canada indefinitely. And this time 

the union would be roundly ignored. 

On 18 November, only four days after the last wildcatter returned to the pits, the 

Commission’s binding findings were made public. The Justices “unanimously condemned 

the methods adopted by the UMWA in the existing circumstances.” The three member 

panel added that “in the opinion of the Commission the action of the UMWA was ill 

conceived, unwarranted, and against the national interest.”116 Nevertheless, Justice 

O’Connor recommended a $1 increase in pay for all workers. The miners demanded a 

vote on the deal, and only 62% voted in favour. Miners in Drumheller and Blairmore, two 

centres of communist power, voted the memorandum down by huge margins. 

Commission members tied themselves into knots, saying that their findings were 

somehow still within the Wartime Wages Control Order hated by most workers. They 

were clearly and obviously not.117 The tripartite Commission further broke on vacation 

demands, granting two weeks paid vacation under most circumstances for workers with a 

year of tenure. It was a complete capitulation. The federal government walked back from 

PC 8021, entirely rescinding it.118 Its attempt at further disciplinary control over the 

miners was beaten back through direct action. Further, the $1/day wage increase was 

applied to miners in District 28 as well; the actions of militants in Alberta helped their 
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comrades on the east coast. The Commission had been forced to break wage controls, but 

they also broke price controls, as coal operators were now technically allowed to increase 

prices after an expert examination of their books. Through concerted direct action, 

democratically controlled by a recalcitrant workforce from the pit up and not the union 

down, the miners had won. Humphrey Mitchell contacted Mackenzie King to tell him the 

news. King was at a loss on whether to simply subsidize the coal operators, or to allow 

them to increase the price of coal. He finished with the revelation that this “would be an 

object lesson of what would likely follow in the rise of cost of living and force the hand of 

the government in this way.”119 He had capitulated, and now he found himself 

contemplating how to keep control of inflation and wages. 

The limits of disciplinary technocracy had been tested and found deeply wanting. 

By this point King had resigned himself to abandon price controls. During the strike when 

Howe and the rest of the reactionaries were bleating for bayonets and demanding the 

maintenance of price controls King noted that: “they were quite mistaken in their belief 

that just because the government said a thing was to be done that it could be done; there 

were some things a government could not do, and they were about to find that out.”120 The 

Drumheller strike had broken wage controls, the liberal centre could not hold. It was one 

thing for companies, even major employers, to ignore wage controls and the anaemic 

NSS. It was another for one of the largest unions in Canada - with a district wide 

agreement, and whose activity was directly tied to a war-essential and desperately needed 

consumer commodity - to openly defy the government and win. This was not a normal 
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strike; this was a political strike. In fact, this was a strike against the state itself, against 

wartime powers, against fiat legislation. In these strikes the employer was tertiary, a 

sideshow; it was the state that was being fought. And the state lost, and lost badly, and 

lost badly in public. Even before the strike ended King knew that his position on not 

taking a position regarding industrial conflict was untenable. Looking towards the 

significant concessions that the US had just conceded to their miners, King noted that “it 

was hardly probable that the Canadian Government would be able to do what a powerful 

country like the US was not in a position to do in dealing with this situation.”121 The 

government and their all-powerful edicts faltered, but they did not lose to the union, not 

entirely. The disciplinary powers of the state lost to a militant workers’ movement 

operating in open defiance of the union and the state. Even the escalation of disciplinary 

powers had not worked, and the potential for escalation had been exhausted. There was 

nowhere else to go. Something had to change. 
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 The government beat the miners in Nova Scotia in 1941, then again in Ontario in 

1942, but the miners in the Canadian West won in 1943. The victory of the miners in their 

illegal general strike over price and wage controls made what became PC 1003 a 

certainty.1 Perhaps the government could have dealt with a miners’ general strike alone. 

However, the state was increasingly occupying an ever weaker salient while fighting in a 

multi-pronged battle on the industrial front. Other workers were out illegally against wage 

controls in rubber, steel, shipbuilding, aircraft, the garment trades, packinghouses, and 

others.2 However no other industry was as essential to the war effort, so clearly social 

necessary in so many ways, as coal mining.3 This was not a gold-miners’ strike or a strike 

in Great Lakes shipping, and the goal was not normative collective bargaining. Coal was 

at the heart of the Canadian war effort, for both domestic, industrial, transportation, and 

war use. The disciplinary state had run its course by 1943. Though King’s cabinet was 

often “reactionary” on issues relating to labour, now they had little choice but to move 

forward on substantial institutional concessions. If one union showed that they could beat 

the government’s legislation through direct action, then other unions would quickly find 

themselves under pressure from their membership to at least try, legality notwithstanding. 

                                                
1 Just after the hearings of the National War Labour Board concluded King stated regarding the imposition 
of “compulsory collective bargaining” that “it is extraordinary that this should not have been carried out 
from the start.” As early as 1943 King knew that a system had to be imposed, but he dragged his feet, and 
the character of the bill was to be dictated by the actions of labour. MKD. 16 September 1943.  
 
2 Jerry Lembcke and William Tattam, One Union in Wood: A Political History of the International 
Woodworkers of America (Madeira Park, British Columbia: Harbour Publishing, 1983). King was worried 
about all of these. 
 
3 From reading Canadian historiography one would assume that Nova Scotian coal contained the most 
important coal fields. This is more do to historian’s interest than any material reality. Coal production in the 
west was larger and more important. 
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The miners in District 18 had opened a dangerous door for other workers. Their union 

certainly did not look for the fight, but the workers demanded it, got it, and won it.  

The miners of District 18 had done what the smaller actions examined in this 

thesis did, but on a mass scale, and in a way that challenged the state even more directly. 

Miners took on the state and won. Notable here is the steel strike of 1943 that LS 

MacDowell examined. In that strike, the workers wildcatted against the wishes of their 

union leadership, were promised concessions, and warily went back to work on these 

promises and pleadings from their leadership.4 Apart from getting little if anything for 

their members, the concessions never came, and the union emerged looking both weak 

and foolish for their capitulation. In District 18 the workers forced an illegal strike, defied 

back-to-work orders, won, and came out looking rather fine - and with more money, and 

paid vacations to spend it on.  

As strikes peaked in 1943, almost all of them illegal and many of them without 

union sanction, the government desperately needed to find a way to buy labour peace. In 

1943 Canada was probably the most strike-bound state in the world. The state had already 

cashed all of their disciplinary tokens. Able-bodied men were either fighting, or at least in 

uniform, in the armed forces abroad or fighting the workers’ war at home. For elites 

looking to enforce industrial discipline, there was no help to be found, apart perhaps from 

doddering Great War veterans. Lacking a terror regime, only one option remained - 

finally giving in to what the labour movement had demanded from the start, and to 

transfer industrial discipline to a social formation able to actually provide it. Further, the 

provinces were inching ever closer to imposing their own, however haphazard, 
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compulsory collective bargaining legislation. In Ontario’s case it was to embarrass King, 

but the others wanted to preserve jurisdictional concerns, or to simply exercise control 

over what they perceived as federal weakness.5 Either way, the federal government was 

fighting a multipronged war of their its own, and was losing badly. 

The political climate was steadily shifting to an anti-industry stance. Although it 

was rarely voiced in the vehemently pro-business press, organized workers, the public, 

labour board judges, and even some in government were increasingly blaming industry 

specifically, and even capitalism generally, for the strike wave. No amount of business 

propaganda or editorials from the overwhelmingly Tory press could counter that.6 Of 

equal concern for King was the political situation. The CCF had been largely supportive 

of workers during the strike wave, going as far as supporting workers’ actions even when 

strikers’ own unions had abandoned them due to the optics of respectability. The CCF 

was being rewarded for this in the electoral-political sphere, alongside their strident 

backing for sweeping social reforms. Even the Conservatives had their “Port Hope” 

statement which supported collective bargaining, full employment, and a host of social 

security measures. The Liberals had to find a way to ensure that the Conservatives and the 

surging CCF failed electorally.  

King complained that his cabinet failed to understand the broad “significance of 

the [Beveridge] report,” and that members of his government were “so reactionary” that 

                                                
5 Fudge and Tucker, Labour Before the Law, 265-275; Peter McInnis, Harnessing Labour Confrontation, 
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the party was “losing ground to the CCF.” King believed that without adopting changes in 

labour legislation and a vast increase in the scope and spending on social programmes 

“the govt. would be through.”7 The popularity of the Beveridge Report in Canada was 

tangible. Leonard Marsh’s ensuing state-sponsored report, the Report on Social Security 

for Canada, was widely read, and was met with approval from broad swathes of the 

Canadian public.8 In particular, his demand that “the direct elimination of poverty” be 

attained through targeted government spending resonated with Canadians fearful of a 

postwar economic downturn.9 Canadians were clamoring for broad and intensive social 

programmes, even if they would require the billion dollars that instituting the 

recommendations of the Marsh Report would purportedly cost.10 Cradle to grave social 

security was on the table politically in a manner that could not be ignored. Both the CCF 

and even the newly minted Progressive Conservatives were clamoring to institute many, 

and in the case of the CCF, all, of Marsh’s recommendations. That meant that King had to 

move significantly to the left on social issues, cutting the hamstrings of all comers, from 

the left and the right.  

                                                
7 MKD, 30 January 1943. In the Prime Minister’s estimation, a refusal to countenance changes in the 
normative functioning of redistributive economic politics or the unfettered freedom of employers was an 
existential threat to the Liberal party. 
 
8 Marsh was a member of the socialist League for Social Reconstruction, and had studied under Beveridge 
in England. Though his report was sponsored by the government, it was met with incredulity from 
capitalists and support from most Canadians. The complete text with contextual commentary is available in 
Leonard Marsh, Report on Social Security for Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1975). For 
more on Marsh see Allan Irving, “Canadian Fabians: The Work and Thought of Harry Cassidy and Leonard 
Marsh, 1930–1945,” Canadian Journal of Social Work Education 7:1 (1981), 7-28; and Brigitte Kitchen, 
“The Marsh Report Revisited,” Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue d'Études Canadiennes,21.2 (1986): 38-
49; Andrea Maioni, "New Century, New Risks: The Marsh Report and the Post-War Welfare State in 
Canada." Policy Options. August, 2004. 
 
9 Leonard Marsh, Report on Social Security for Canada, 30. 
 
10 Brigitte Kitchen, “The Marsh Report Revisited,” 43. 
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Apart from advocating for mass social programmes, union leadership continued 

their aggressive demands for a Wagner Act in Canada. Fresh from the internment camp, 

communist leader CS Jackson argued a conciliatory line at the National War Labour 

Board hearings of 1943. “With a genuine Collective Bargaining bill…along the lines of 

the Wagner Act…the characteristics of the unions...will change from that of militancy...to 

that of statesmanship, self-discipline…the acceptance of responsibility.”11 Even allegedly 

radical labour leadership was telling the government that it was willing to enforce 

industrial discipline if the state would only offer the legislation that they desired. JL 

Cohen, a representative from the social democratic wing of labour, was similarly trying to 

trade horses: “how trade unions are supposed to develop self-discipline and a sense of 

responsibility unless the employers recognize them and give them the opportunity?”12 

Union leadership and their intelligentsia, whether communist or social democratic, were 

telling the government that they would trade stability for discipline. While the leaders 

badgered the government for legislative change, the illegal strikes continued and 

propagated apace. 

If the government was to maintain its program of low inflation, and workers won 

compulsory collective bargaining, there was an intrinsic problem. With compulsory 

industrial legislation unions would get some permanence, workers would get guaranteed 

representation, the state would get social and economic peace, and industry would 

begrudgingly accept state-guaranteed and enduring stability. Workers, however, would 

not see wage increases, which was a primary concern. So the government put forward an 
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obvious, if child-like option. If political elites wanted to preserve private profits and 

maintain control of upward pressure on wages, they could just give the workers money to 

make up the difference. Though it would be expensive, industry could be brought onside 

as such a programme would increase the velocity of money, which would mainly end up 

in business’ coffers. Therefore, at the same time as the government instituted PC 1003, 

they enacted the Family Allowance. 

Family allowances were Canada’s first universal social security programme, 

devoid of degrading means testing and available to all. The allowance was designed to 

“help to those who [were] unable to help themselves.”13 The family allowance reflected 

“the new order of things” as King understood them. King argued that the allowance 

“places a reasonability on the state, for conditions that the state itself was responsible for 

creating.”14 If wages were to be frozen and depressed by government fiat, then something 

had to replace such restrictions.15 Raymond Blake contends that there is “there is no hard 

                                                
13 MKD, 13 January 1944. For more on social security and the rise of the welfare state see Alvin Finkel, 
Social Policy and Practice in Canada: A History (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006); Alvin 
Finkel, "The Cold War, Alberta Labour, and the Social Credit Regime," Labour/Le Travail. 21 (Spring 
1988), 123-152; Brigitte Kitchen, “The Introduction of Family Allowances in Canada,” in The Benevolent 
State in Canada: The Growth of Welfare in Canada, ed. Allan Moscovitch and Jim Albert (Toronto: 
Garamond Press, 1987); Dominique Marshall, The Social Origins of the Welfare State: Québec Families, 
Compulsory Education, and Family Allowances, 1940–1955 (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
2006). Mark Palmer, Family Allowances in Canada: The Origins and Implementation (USA: Trafford, 
2013). 
 
14 MKD, 13 January 1944; Nancy Christie. Engendering the State: Family, Work, and Welfare in Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000). 
  
15 Jane Ursel Private Lives, Public Policy: 100 Years of State Intervention in the Family (Toronto: Women's 
Press, 1992). For a differing opinion see Raymond Blake. From Rights to Needs: A History of Family 
Allowances in Canada 1929-92 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009), particularly chapters 2, 3, and 4. Blake 
critiques the position that the Allowances were “wage replacement.” Blake argues that the family allowance 
could not be a response to wage controls because such legislation was not even under consideration in 1943 
when minor wage legislation was introduced. PC 1003 and the Family Allowance were announced at 
roughly the same time in 1944, they were part of a comprehensive package of social reform directed at 
procuring labour peace. Blake bases his argument against the instrumental nature of the Family Allowances 
by stating that PC 1003 was brought in in 1943 (4) an error that invalidates an already weak argument. 
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evidence to support [the] claim” that the Family Allowance was directly tied to wage 

controls. This is because he was looking in the wrong year, in 1943, instead of 1944 when 

PC 1003 was actually passed.   

If Blake had done his research, he would have found King clearly saying that the 

“necessity of this measure,” that is, family allowance, was required “if wage stabilization 

and the price ceiling were to be maintained.”16 So there is hard evidence, namely that the 

Prime Minister said he was implementing the Family Allowance to stabilize wage and 

price controls. It was estimated that the programme would cost $200 million dollars, fully 

half of the total pre-war budget of the Dominion of Canada - a massive sum. However, 

direct wage increases were far more expensive than allowing for the allowance. Freeing 

the market for wages would cost the government at least $405 million, and more 

realistically $700 million, while harming corporate profitability, promoting wage 

inflation, and making further industrial unrest a certainty.17 

Social services were expensive, but for King it was a moral choice as much as a 

socially and economically necessary one. For the remainder of his cabinet, it was mainly a 

politically and economically expedient one.18 Such a huge sum was a small price to pay 

for both labour peace and the potential for postwar stability. After King had convinced his 

cabinet to move forward on the family allowance he went to bed feeling that his “life had 
                                                
16 MKD, 13 January 1944. This was not a new notion for King. In 1943 (see footnote 7) King specifically 
says that he was driving changes in social security and labour legislation because of the electoral threat of 
the CCF. He saw the implementation of a host of social security measures and labour reform legislation as 
“the obvious and the right thing for a liberal party to pursue.”  
 
17 Rob Watts “Family Allowances in Canada and Australia 1940–1945. A Comparative Critical Case 
Study,” Journal of Social Policy, vol. 1641 (1987): 41. 
 
18 To be fair there were some left-Liberals in the cabinet who had been helping King on social security, 
particularly Ian Mackenzie and former craft unionist Humphrey Mitchell. Both were simultaneously 
proponents of a host of progressive social security measures and advocates for Japanese removal and 
displacement in BC. 
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fulfilled part of its purpose.”19 

King was not only politicking here, he was also building a legacy. Though he sold 

the Allowance to his “reactionary” cabinet on the grounds of industrial stability and 

economic sense, he was also “gaining for children a large measure of equality of 

opportunity in the battle of life,” an idea at the core of his understanding of liberalism.20 It 

was not enough to merely promise the Allowance, however, it also had to be politically 

expedient, gain traction, and be popular. To this end King and Joseph Atkinson, the 

Liberal owner of the Toronto Star, devised a plan. Over dinner Atkinson promised to 

enthusiastically support the Family Allowance, old age pensions, collective bargaining 

legislation, and reform on health care. His newspaper would back the government on all 

of these measures.21  

After the implementation of PC 1003 was agreed upon but before it was tabled on 

13 January 1944, there was near unanimity in cabinet that the cost for the Allowance was 

a fair one. After encouragement from King, nearly the entire cabinet thought that the 

programme was politically necessary, socially desirable, and economically viable. During 

the drives for PC 1003 and the Family Allowance King gave every cabinet member 

excerpts of Industry and Humanity, the work that formed the core of his Liberalism, to try 

and persuade them to his cause. Angus Macdonald, a prominent member of King’s 

cabinet and personal opponent of the prime minister, was a classical liberal. Originally, he 

                                                
19 MKD, 13 January 1944. 
 
20 King believed that his paragraphs regarding the protection and promotion of children would be “one of 
the most important that has ever gone into a Speech from the Throne.” MKD 23 January 1944. He thought 
that giving families money to live a better life, and to promote at least a semblance of opportunity “was the 
least the present can do for the future.” MKD 24 January 1944. 
 
21 MKD. 19 January 1944. 
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was strongly against the bill. However, he came around because King sold him on the 

idea that it would send women back into the home.22 This is perhaps the most grotesque 

tale of the allowance, that as with other social security measures, it was sold to socially 

conservative Liberals as a way to eject women from the workforce. Most others seemed to 

favour the allowance for reasons of stability, cohesion, electoral political ramifications, 

and basic sympathy.23 CD Howe thought that the idea was “the worst thing that the 

government could do,” that it would give money to “not deserving” poor children.24 

Perhaps he thought that they too should be conscripted into some vast army of forced 

labour. Though the programme would not be introduced until the summer of 1944, by 

January it was set in stone.25 

With family allowances set, only weeks later on 17 February 1944, Labour 

Minister Humphrey Mitchell finally tabled PC 1003 in the House of Commons. There 

were some last minute objections from King’s cabinet to PC 1003, but the Prime Minister 

waived all opposition aside. King stated that “to allow the financial interests to control 

policy is simply to throw power altogether.”26 Former Progressive politician Thomas 

Crerar raised the point that PC 1003 would cause “trouble” with industry. King replied 

that “the trouble would be brief compared with the period of exile the party would have in 
                                                
22 MKD, 13 January 1944. 
 
23 King was friendly enough to historians to go around his entire cabinet and record their opinions on the 
matter for posterity. 
 
24 MKD 13 January 1944. 
 
25 Family Allowances were announced by a Speech from the Throne on 25 July, 1944. On hearing King’s 
practice of the speech CD Howe was thoroughly horrified, and tried to get the Prime Minister to at least put 
in some language for business, preferably something about lowering corporate taxes. King calmly told 
Howe that the matter had been settled. King’s cabinet complained that the Speech was too “leftist,” 
seemingly lacking the perception to realize that that was the point.  
 
26 MKD, 17 February 1944.   
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years to come if we did not do these things in these times.”27 With a simple Order in 

Council King’s Liberals brought nearly all workers within the Dominion under a 

compulsory industrial relations regime of collective bargaining legislation. Suddenly 

companies were mostly forced to recognize unions and bargain with their employees, and 

the Liberals had crippled attacks from all comers. 

Politically “the coupling of family allowances with full employment stymied 

dissent from both the left and the right, for neither group could launch any effective 

criticism of Liberal social security without appearing merely partisan and at worse 

antediluvian.”28 King never wanted these wartime emergency measures to be temporary. 

He saw such legislation as “the basis of what might become permanent in times of 

peace.”29 Opposition from the CCF regarding these policies made such antagonism look 

duplicitous, as they had officially endorsed the Beveridge Report, and had been 

advocating compulsory collective bargaining since the Federation was born in Calgary.30 

Conservative opposition merely looked cruel.  

The effect of the Allowance on women’s work was tempting to social 

conservatives, who wanted women back in their own homes, or at least in their homes 

working as domestic labour. It was further sold as a way of ensuring that Canada could 

produce able soldiers, a cause dear to the hearts of Conservatives and of importance to 

most Liberals. In 1944 over half of all recruits were deemed unfit for military service, and 

those unfit were disproportionately poor. King believed that this was due to a lack of 

                                                
27 MKD, 17 February 1944.   
 
28 Nancy Christie. Engendering the State, 300. 
 
29 MKD, 28 August 1943. 
 
30 King was also a firm believer in the Beveridge Report, although he was quiet about it. 
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“nourishment, care, and development,” all things that the allowance would alleviate.31 

The leadership of both the CCL and TLC encouraged the allowances, and had assured 

King that they were willing to speak publically in support.32 It seemed that King and his 

technocrats had won.33 Canadian bureaucrats realized around the same time as Karl 

Polanyi that “to allow the market mechanism to be the sole director of the fate of human 

beings and their natural environment…would result in the demolition of society.”34 

The rights of unfettered freedom for employers may have died with PC 1003, but 

the price of entry into industrial legalism was high for workers. Effective actions like the 

shop floor strike, the snap strike, and sympathy strike, all became illegal. But now instead 

of a creaking, haphazard disciplinary industrial relations regime, it was the unions’ job to 

control them. Further PC 1003 was not the Wagner Act, it was far less robust, and unions 

still had to fight for recognition.35 Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz argue that the postwar 

“compromise” was one of the “most restrictive and highly juridified frameworks for 

collective bargaining in any capitalist democracy.”36 An actual disciplinary framework 

with teeth now dealt with recalcitrant workers, not haphazard boards or jumbled 

legislation stitched together with duct tape and resentment. The strike within a contract, 

used to such effect by workers during the war, remained outlawed as well, but now such 

                                                
31 Raymond Blake. From Rights to Needs, 93. 
 
32 MKD, 17 February 1944; MKD, 18 February 1944. 
 
33 Nancy Christie. Engendering the State, 298. 
 
34 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (Beacon Press, 2001), 76.  
 
35 Peter Warrian, "Labour is not a Commodity.” 
 
36 Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz, "Towards Permanent Exceptionalism: Coercion and Consent in 
Canadian Industrial Relations," Labour/Le Travail, 13 (Spring 1984), 140. 
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strikes posed an existential threat the unions due to legislative entanglement. The tactics 

used effectively during the war to compel concessions from employers and the state were 

now banned, and those bans suddenly had real fangs, not weak piecemeal enforcement.  

Strikes were now proscribed without first informing the government and seeking 

conciliation. Even after conciliation, locals were now obliged to wait another fourteen 

days from when the “Conciliation Board reported to the Minister” to enter a legal strike 

position.37 Suddenly the legal barrier for action was prohibitive. Under the complex new 

regime, unions had to forge a stronger relationship with provincial and federal 

governments. Power was transferred from the shop floor and/or the local, to provincial 

and national bureaucracies. These larger bodies quickly saw workers’ self-activity as an 

irritant, or at best a tool to be reined in and ridden, rather than the entire point. Writing in 

1904, Rosa Luxemburg presciently stated that “experience shows that every time the labor 

movement wins new terrain those organs work it to the utmost. They transform it at the 

same time into a kind of bastion, which holds up advance on a wider scale.”38 Indeed, 

shopfloor negotiations were replaced by professional consultation; snap strikes were 

replaced by carefully managed bargaining, the sympathy strike was replaced with nothing. 

Wildcats, once the midwife of change, were policed with much less tolerance from union 

officialdom.  

The strike wave that rocked Canada following the war seemed to confirm the 

worst fears of the Canadian establishment. On closer examination however, it did not 

have the same characteristics of the wartime strike wave, let alone the Workers’ Revolt. 

                                                
37 “Wartime Labour Relations Order Measure Provides for Compulsory Collective Bargaining, Settlement 
Of Disputes And Establishment Of Wartime Labour Relations Board - PC 1003.” Labour Gazette, 1944, 
135-143. 
 
38 Rosa Luxemburg, “Organizational Questions of the Russian Social Democracy.” Integer, 1934. Part I. 
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These post-war strikes were aggressive affairs, wherein workers and union leaders often 

played courageous roles.39 No matter the militancy, postwar strikes were carefully 

managed affairs, situated well within the confines of the new industrial legality. They 

were preceded by normative collective bargaining and waged over normative demands.40 

While the post-war strike wave may have scared individual capitalists, they were not an 

existential threat to the fundamental rule of capital. This is not to say that wartime strikes 

had a revolutionary core. In fact, the character of class struggle, when predicated on 

workers’ self-activity, is fundamentally different because it breaks free of the normative, 

legislated boundaries that are specifically constructed to contain it. Again, this is not a 

manichean tale of heroic workers and scheming or incompetent union leaders. Union 

leaders and union militants endured tremendous hardships, and generally did their best for 

their members under trying circumstances. They were remarkably successful in achieving 

their goals, and the union movement was the primary vector for both advancing working 

peoples’ interests and fighting back against capitalist revanchism. At the core of the broad 

argument that this project advances, however, is the idea that the character of class 

struggle can have many facets, and the enmeshing of class struggle within the golden 

chains of industrial legality is different, fundamentally, from proletarian self-activity.41  

One of the prime lessons for the technocratic elite and capital during the war was 

                                                
39 McInnis, Harnessing Labour Confrontation, Chapter 3; Peter Warrian, "Labour is not a Commodity:" A 
Study of the Rights of Labour in the Canadian Postwar Economy, 1944-1948," PhD thesis, University of 
Waterloo, 1986. 
 
40 Fudge and Tucker, Labour Before the Law, 265. 
 
41 In the words of Martin Glaberman, “The one thing that I think is an absolute given: workers will resist, 
because work sucks. Until someone can tell me that work has become real nice under capitalism, whether in 
the United States or anywhere else, I say that is the fundamental basis of our theory and our practice. Work 
sucks. and sooner or later workers are going to resist it in whatever way they can.”  
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of the dangers of full employment. With full employment workers had remarkable 

mobility, were unafraid to strike, and could exert remarkable social power. The state may 

have attempted to control wage and labour mobility during the war, but such measures 

were ignored from the moment the ink was put to paper. The issue of low unemployment 

was remedied throughout the 20th century, in a shift that created a ‘prime’ unemployment 

rate that was much higher. Even within capitalism, unemployment is not natural, it is a 

social policy engineered to simultaneously create labour fluidity and labour discipline. It 

is both artefact and weapon in the class war.  

Unemployment must be low enough to keep stock in the pitchfork, guillotine, and 

torch emporium from skyrocketing, but not so low so that workers could simply quit 

crappy work. Unemployment must be high enough so that people are scared to organize 

and strike, but not so high that everyone wants to organize and strike. Since World War II 

Canada has not seen anything resembling full employment, and Canada’s immigration 

schemes, long racist in planning and practice, shifted to guarantee this. Labour fluidity 

became a rallying cry of capital, and whinging about ‘labour shortages’ became the new 

normal. Structural control over labour became as much a demographic issue as a 

legislative one. Just as in the past, racist technocrats were willing to overlook their own 

prejudice if the needs of capital dictated it, and dumped the labour market full of workers 

despite their personal revulsion to those workers’ origins, the degree of melanin, or their 

religion or lack thereof.42 Of course this was repackaged as virtue in the guise of 

“multiculturalism.” 

It seems curious indeed, even sad, to conclude The Workers’ War with a lengthy 

examination of high electoral-political policy and a focus on union officialdom and 
                                                
42 David Goutor argues this point effectively in Guarding the Gates. 
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electoral political concerns. After all, this whole project has been concerned with what 

workers did, not what their leaders said, let alone what the government or the state was on 

about. However, this is exactly the point of the matter. It was workers’ self-activity, 

multifaceted and demographically diverse, that produced the change in legislation. 

Nevertheless, such action produced legislation that circumscribed the very action that 

provoked and then necessitated it. More than that, as state disciplinary apparatuses proved 

so ineffective, the state was able to transfer the control of such effective actions to 

proletarian representatives themselves.  

 In the end, this is a telling of what actions normal ‘Canadian’ workers took, 

generally illegal and without union sanction, during WWII. Investigating the contours of 

the wartime revolt is interesting in and of itself, and does not require explanation or 

pleading for why it is a legitimate form of intellectual and academic enquiry. However, 

what ties these stories together and places them in a higher historical-intellectual 

trajectory was that they were generally illegal, but could not be crushed by force. These 

actions were dealt with as a political concern, restrained within the emerging new normal 

of capitalist social relations. Therefore, this story articulates the problem, and evidences 

how and why the disciplinary social repercussions of the workers’ war look the way they 

do. Workers fought a generally successful, substantial, and largely unfocused campaign, 

but state and capital took notes, and eventually stymied them. This was the proletariat 

looking for a bigger slice of a rotten pie from a position of strength, and getting largely 

outmaneuvered. Rather than taking over the bakery, well-meaning union leaders settled 

on more pie. The working class has been feasting on the crumby results ever since. 
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