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ABSTRACT

Cape Breton, the site of major strikes during the
192¢s, remained a hotbed of political radicalism and trade
union militancy for many years. In the early 193@s the
Communist Party had considerable influence, and most of
the coal miners joined the Amalgamated Mine Workers of
Nova Scotia, a CP~led breakaway Ifrom the United Mine
Workers of America. Ideological opposition to the
communists was spearheaded by *he Catholic-inspired
Antigonish Co-operative Movement, but this did not prevent
the communist leader, J.B. McLacblan, from getting
substantial votes in elections. The change of communist
policy to the "united front" weakened the party's
influence, although communists and the officers of the re-
united miners' union were able to help the Sydney
steelworkers finally establish a union, and to
successfully press the provincial government to pass the
1937 Trade Union Act. Left and right in Cape Breton were
also able to work together during the 1937 provincial
election. The unity line of the communists, along with the
impact +f the Autigonish movement on Catholic voters,
prepared the way for the UMW affiliation to the CCF in
1938, and during the war CCFers won the local seats in
both the federal and provincial legislatures. However, the
CCF could never win elections elsewhere in the Maritimes,
and the move of CCF policies to the right in the post-war
years only servad to gradually undermine its support in
Cape Breton. In the UMW the dissatisfaction of the miners
with their bureaucratic officers brought about the 1941
slowdown, one of the most costly wartime industrial
disputes, and productivity fell. The union policies
advocated by the CCF (and the CP during the war), helped
end opposition to the mechanization of the mines.
Following defeat in the 1947 strike, the miners had to
accept modernization on the company's terms, although this
meant the loss of jobs. The steelworkers' union won a
national strike in 19445, but thereafter was unable to hold
wage rates for Sydney at a level equal to those paid in
Ontario steel plants. The militancy and radicalism of the
miners and steelworkers of earlier years had almost
completely disappeared by 195¢0. Dramatic anti-communist
episodes in both the steelworkers' and miners' unions in
the 1949-58 period marked the triumph of union bureaucrats
and Cold War politicians over radicalism in Cape Breton.
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Introduction

Canadian history provides few etamples of sharp class
conflict to match the record of industrial Cape Breton in
the first half of this century. The coal minexs, in
particular, displayed great militancy in their numerous
strikes, and frequently showed themselves willing to
support radical political theories and policies. This
included widespread backiny for the Communist Party (CP)
in some periods, and for the Cocperative Commonwealth
Federation (CCF) at other times. Workinj-class radicalism
of this type has been rare among Canadian workers. If
nothiny else, the history of Cape Breton shows that such
radicalism was possible for a sizeable group of native-
born workers in what has generally been regarded as the
most conservative part of the country, the Maritime
2rovinces.

This thesis takes up the story of Cape Breton labour
politics in the 193fs when the Communist Party had a
considerable influence in the area. The theme of this
study is the process whereby the local radicalism and
union militancy was contained and controlled, and then
jradually transformed into political behaviour and
ideolojy acceptable to mainstream capitalist society.
Changes in the economy and in the technology at the
workplace played an important part in this political

transformation, but the emphasis here is on the
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tdeological contention between representatives of
different political outlooks aimed at winning influence
among the workers. Implicit in this approach is the view
that important political changes came from conscious
choices made by workers themselves. More precisely, this
refers to the options chosen by the politically active
layer of working-class men and women out of the range of
alternatives made available to them. In most times and
places, the inventory of political options accessible to
the majority of people is narrow. Some concepts do not
provide practical options because indoctrination against
them renders them unthinkable, because they appear to have
no possible chance of winning wide support and hence have
no viability, or simply because there are no articulate
spokespersons for them. Nonetheless, the choices made by
the people themselves do matter, not least because they
tend to widen or constrict future alternatives.

With these considerations in mind, the central
argument presented in this thesis is that political
changes in the Cape Breton union movement in the late
1930s mainly resulted from policies initiated by the
Communist Party, but led to a weakening of the communist
influence and the triumph of the CCF and "business™"
unionism in Cape Breton. Once they had become predominant
in labour politics in the area, the moderate CCF and uninn

leaders discouraged rather than nurtured the spontaneous
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rebelliousness of the workers, the base from which
radicalism had grown. By the years following the Second
World War, therefore, Cape Breton radicalism had been
greatly diminished.

While much attention is paid in this thesis to the
changing support given to the Communist Party, the point
is not that the party's policies were .:nvariably radical
or revolutlonary, or that only party members upheld a
sincerely radical or socialist viewpoint. During a few war
years the CCF policies seemed at least as radical as those
of the communists. For most of the period, however, the CP
gave the most consistently radical leadership, and usually
backed militant union peolicies. The growth and decline of
Communist Party support in Cape Breton, therefore, was
closely 1inked to the rise and £fall of radical ideas and
union militancy among the workers.

In the early 1920s the policies of the Communist
Party struck a direct chord in the experience of the
people in the mining communities, especially Glace Bay,
and the party gained a following throughout the mining
district and in the steel city of Sydney. The coal towns
and villages of Nova Scotia had a well-developed tradition
of class struggle by the beginning of the Twentieth
century, and a considerable amount of research has been
done on the miners of the 192¢s and earlier. The history

of labour strife in industrial Cape Breton in particular,
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culminating in the big strike of 1925, has probably
received more attention than any other subject in Nova

Scotian labour history.l

Several specific aspects of this earlier history can
help to explain the potential for communist support among
the working class of Cape Breton by the 193@s. First, the
miners of Nova Scotia had formed one of the earliest
industrial unions in North America, the Provincial
Workmen's Association (PWA), to which most coal miners
belonged by the 1880s. Beginning in 1987 there was a
rivalry between the PWA and the incoming United Mine
Workers of America (UMW), which ended in 1919 with the
establishment of UMW District 26 as the union representing
almost all the miners of the province. During these years
of trade union activity the mining communities becama
"union" towns, not "company" towns; that is, by the

Twentieth century, their municipal politics were usually

lsee 1an McKay,"Industry, Work and Community in the
Cumberland Coalfields, 1848~1927," Ph.D. thesis, Dalhousie
University, 1983; Sharon Reilly, "The Provincial Workmen's
Association of Nova Scotia, 1879-1898,"M.A. thesis,
Dalhousie University, 1979; David Frank, "The Cape Breton
Coal Miners 1917-1925," Ph.D. thesis, Dalhousie
University, 1979; "The Cape Breton Coal Industry and the
Rise and Fall of the British Empire Steel Corporation,”
Acadiensi=, Vol.vii, No.l, 1977; "Class Conflict in the
Coal Induscry; Cape Breton, 1922,% in G.S.Xealey and Peter
Warrian, eds.,Essays in Canadian Working Class History,
Toronto, 1975; Donald MacGillivray, "Military Aid to the
Civil Power: the Cape Breton Experience in the 1920s,"
Acadiensis, Vol.iii, No.2, 1974; as well as popular
histories: Paul MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, Toronto,
1975; John Mellor, The Company Store, Toronto, 1983.
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dominated by the union, nct the company.2 Sa2cend, the
extremely bitter history of class conflict in the district
was partly caused by the domination of the coal and steel
industries by one large corporation, financial control of
which always lay outside the province, and which genesrally
displayed a ruthlessly exploitative attitude towards its
workers. This was the British Empire Steel Corporation
(Besco), which after financial collapse in 1928 was
reorganized as the Dominion Steel and Coal Corporation
(Dosco) .3 The major strikes of the early 1920s were
largely attempts to defend miners' wages and conditions
against the corporation's efforts to build up, its falling
profits at the expense of the miners.4 Finally, in the

course of the large strikes there was direct state

2pavid Frank, "Company Town/Labour Town: Local
Government in the Cape Breton Coal Towns, 1917-1925,"
Histoire Sociale/Social History, XIV, 27 i{May 1981),
pp.177-196; Del Muise, "The Making of an Industrial
Community: Cape Breton Coal Towns, 1867-198¢," in D.
MacGillivray and B. Tennyson, eds., Cape Breton Historical

Essays {Sydney, 1934).

3Dosco owned the Sydney Steel Plant, Halifax
Shipyards Ltd, Wabana Iron Mines, the Nova Scotia Steel
and Coal Company {(Scotia) plants at New Glasgow, and
various steel processing operations in Ountario, Quebec and
New Brunswick. In coal it owned the Dominion Coal Company
{Domco), which operated the mines in the Glace Bay and New
Waterford areas, and in Springhill through its subsidiary,
the Cumberland Railway and Coal Company. Through the
Scotia company Dosco also controlled the 0ld Sydney
collieries at Syduey Mines, and the Acadia Coal Company
mines at Stellarton and Thorburn.

4Frank, "Rise and Fall of Besco'; "Class Conflict in
the Coal Industry."

|4
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intervention in the form of military occupations of the
mining communities, among the most blatant examples in
Canadian history of such state assistance to an employer
in defeating strike action.b5

These were experiences that created the miners'
predisposition to embrace a Marxist analysis which
declared that the class struggle pervaded all of social
life, that the capitalist state was an instrument serving
only the interests of the capitalist exploiting class, and
that the working class must unite to transform the world.
One interpretation of Cape Breton pclitics in this period
strives to emphasize the indigenous, "home grown"
character of radicalism in the area, denying that
communists from the party centre in Toronto had much
influence on local developments.® But it was the marriage
of political theory with the spontaneous anger of the
miners and their families that created the political
radicalism. Radical theory was first introduced to the
area by socialist speakers and writers around the
beginning of the century.? By the 1928s radical or

revolutcionary theories were put forward almost exclusively

SMacgillivray, "Military Aid to the Civil Power."

0This is especially the case wi*h Paul MacEwan,
Miners and Steelworkers.

7pavid Frank and Nolan Reilly "The Emergence of the
Socialist Movement in the Maritimes, 1899-1916," Labour/Le
Travailleur 4 (1979).
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by members of the Communist Party. Through the speeches of
local party representatives, most notably James B.
McLachlan, and those of party leaders who visited the area
in the early 192#8s, such as Malcolm Bruce, "Moscow" Jack
MacDonald and Tim Buck, and through party publications,
many of the miners came to see their specific quarrels
with their employer, the Dominion Coal Company, as part of
an ongoing battle between the working class and
capitalism, a class war that could only end with the
triumph of socialism. The miners' radicalism was
expressed clearly in an often quoted passage from a
resolution passed at the UMW District 28§ convention held
in June 1922:

.». We proclaim openly to all the world, that we

are out for the complete overthrow of the

capitalist system and the capitalistic state,

peaceably if we may, forcibly if we must, and we

call on all workers, soldiers, and minor law

officers of Canada, to join us in liberating
labour.8

Something similar to this outlook continued to be very
widespread in the mining towns in the decades that
followed, a time of continuing wage cuts, strikes,
military occupations, and economic depression. Radicalism
could grow and persist under the necessary circumstances:
a persistent communist presence making radical ideas
available in popular form, accessible tc poorly educated

people; and the continuance of material conditions driving

8Labour Gazette, July 1922, p. 592.
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the miners ©“o an angry acceptance of theories which
explained their misery and gave hope for the future.

There were rival ideologies, of rourse. Large numbers
of the miners were Roman Catholics, and the local
churches, the Catholic church especially, fought communist
doctrines with considerable success.9 In addition, the
1920s can generally be described as a period in which mass
consumerism and the "middle-class"™ outlook were growing
throughout North America, and Nova Scotia was no
exception. Nonetheless, class consciousness, in
essentially the Marxist definition of the term, grew in
Cape Breton in these years. At no time did the number of
active Communist Party members in the area exceed one or
twe hundred, at most, but the party's influence was much
more expansive. Even many who would not have thought of
themselves as radical adopted into their thinking
important elements of the Marxian viewpoint. In the mining
towns the idea of classes and the class struggle became
the basis for action for many, and were familiar concepts
to everybody. Contrary to the charges of opponents, the
communists never advocated violent action, except as a
theoretical concept, reserved for a future crisis in which

. Ed
revolutionary violence would defeat counter-revolutionary

90n the Catholic struggle against communism see
Gregory Baum, "Social Catholicism in Nova Scotia." 1In
Religion and Culture in Canada, edited by Peter Slater.
Waterloo, 1977.
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violence. What was called for was an all out "class war"
through union struggles, social protests, and voting
behaviour, all in preparation for a great revolutionary
transformation of the world.

For workers to adopt these views required the
ideological rejection of the world picture defined by
schools, Liberal and Conservative politicians, clergy,
most newspapers and books, pervasive and seductive
advertising, and the newly emerging and powerful media of
the radio and motion pictures. It is not easy to
understand how these immensely strong pressures to conform
to the narrow range of acceptable political views could be
even partially or temporarily defeated. No doubt, however,
the miners became aware of the contrast between the harsh
realities of life in the mining communities and the
description of the world emanating from mainstream
sources, and this caused widespread rejection of
conventional political thinking. The conditions of the
miners led them to many confrontations, small and large,
with the management of the mines. Large-scale strikes
occurred when the coal company tried to increase or
maintain profits at the miners' expense, while many of the
frequent small-scale strikes in individual mines concerned
issues of control over the work process, as tha
traditional "miner's freedom" at work came under assault

from management. The spokesmen of the right in the union,
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pragmatic "business" unionists who had the support of the
JMW's international leadership, were not keen to lead such
battles. They usually counselled moderation, since their
union strategies and tactics were limited by their
conviction of the permanence of capitalism. On large scale
issues of wages, business unionists essentially thought
the miners could only hope to make advances in times of
prosperity, of rising profits; and on the question of
control at the point of production, they were never
prepared to contest management's right to manage. Thus
they opposed most local strikes, especially "illegal™®
walk-outs that broke the terms of signed contracts or did
not conform to government regulations.

It was primarily the communists who, in the name of
the class struggle, gave militant leadership to strikes
wherever they had the slightest hope of success during the
1920s and early 193@s. They also gave their backing to
"wildcat" strikes on issues concerning working conditions
at the point of production, although the party never
developed a real theory of workers' control at the
workplace. The communists' support for union militancy
caused the most rebellious miners, the natural leaders of
such local struggles, to draw close to the party. The
frustrations of the miners at low wages, the sufferings of
their families as their standards of living fell, the

support given the absentee coal company bosses by tine

iy



11
forces of the government, all led to the anger of the
people. To this the communists added concepts of class
struggle and of the eventual revolutionary transformation
of society, and from this blossomed the radicalism of the
192¢s and 193¢s in Cape Breton.

With communists playing such an important trole in the
labour politics of the area over many vears, in the
chapters of this thesis considerable attention has had to
be given to changes in the Canadian Communist Party line,
especially its trade union policy. Communist history is
usually divided into a number of periods characterized by
the policies dominant in each time, in rough outline as
follows. From 1921 to 1928 was the first united front
period, when North American communists supposedly were
"boring from within" the existing trade unions. From 1928
to 1935 was the "third period" of intense class struggle,
during which efforts were made to build “revolutionary"
unions. From 1935 to 1939 was the second "united front"
period, during which communists renewed efforts to work
with moderate union leaders and social-democrats. In 1939-
41, the Comintern characterized the war as an inter-
imperialist struggle, and Canadian communists were mostly
driven underground. In 1941-45, after the German invasion
of the Soviet Union transformed the war for communists
into a worldwide battle against fascism, communist policy

opposed any union activity disruptive of war production.
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Then, in the years following World War Two, the Cold War
forced communists to adopt mainly defensive policies in
the unions and elsewhere.

Different views of the significance of these changes
in policy are central to many controversies concerning tha
history of communism. The American and Canadian parties,
most scholars agree, closely followed the leadership of
ghe Communist International (Comintern), and of the Soviet
Union. Many historians argue the changes in strategy were
frequently sudden and almost always inappropriate as far
as North American conditions were concerned, and reveal
the complete domination of the communist parties by the
Soviet leaders, particularly Stalin. This therefore leads
to the most common indictment of communists ~- that they
represented alien political ideas which could never win
broad support in Canada or the United States, foreign
strategies ill-suited to the political and social climate
in which workers lived and worked. If the Communist Party
did manage to attract a few indigenous radicals, it is
frequently asserted, this could only result in isolating

radicalism from any mass support.l@

l10For examples of this view of the American
communists see: Irving Howe and Lewis Coser, The American
Communist Party (New York 1957); Daniel Bell, Marxian
Socialism in the United States |(Princeton 1967); Theodore
Draper, American Communism and Soviet Russia (New York
1958); Philip Jaffe, The Rise and Fall of American
Communism (New York 1975); Bert Cochrane, Labor and
Communism {(Princeton 1977). For Canada see: William
Rodney, Soldiers of the International ¥{Toronto 1968); Ivan




13

Communists have found some defenders among
historians., In particular, historians who have done
detailed research on the trade union activity of
communists at the shop floor level among various groups of
workers have sought to exonerate communists from many of
the accusations made against them.ll gyuch studies, in
Canada and the United States, give little support to
stereotypes of communists as bad trade unionists who
damaged workers' immediats interests by adventurism or who

disrupted union organizations because of their ideclogical

dogmatism.1l2 and in no case has substance been provided to

Avakumovic, The Communist Party in Canada.d History
iToronto 1975); Ian Angus, Canadian Bolsheviks (Montreal
1981); Norman Penner, Canadian Communism {Toronto 1988).
A very different interpretation, of course, is to be found
in the Communist Party's own histories and memoirs, such
as: Tim Buck, Thirty Years {(Toronto 1952); Tom McEwen, The
Forge Glows Red {Toronto 1974); or the official Communist
Party history, Canada's Party of Socialism (Toronto 1982}).

llpor canadian examples see: Jerry Lembcke and
William M.Tattam, One Union in Wood. A Political History
of the International Woodworkers of America (New York
1984); Jim Green, Agalnst the Tide. The Story of the
Canadian Seamen's Unlon (Toronto 1986); John Manley,
"Communism and the Canadian Working Class During the Great
Depression: The Workers Unity League, 1930-1936," Ph.D.
thesis, Dalhousie University, 1984; Allen Seager, "A
History of the Mine Workers Union of Canada, 1925-1936,"
M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1977; Douglas Neil
Caldwell, "The United Electrical, Radio and Machine
Workers, District Five, Canada, 1937 to 1956," M.A.
thesis, University of Western Ontario, 1979.

12740 historians who have written defending the role
of American communists in unions are: Roger Keeran, The
Communist Party and the Auto Workers (Bloomington 1980
and James Robert Prickett, "Communists and the Communist
Issue in the American Labor Movement, 192¢ - 195@6," Ph.D.
thesis, University of California, Los Angeles, 1975. Both
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support another common allegation made by the contemporary
opponents of the communists, the charge that they used un-
democratic methods in their trade union work.l3 Communist
trade unionists were rarely in positions gnabling them to
exercise undemocratic or bureaucratic power in unions,
even assuming that they wished to do so; communist
influence among workers most frequently arose as they
strove to organize new unions or led rank-and-file
movements for greater democracy in established unions. The
more honest of the communists' critics, moreover, agree
that the principa'l reason they exerted influence in the
unions was because they worked harder and longer without
reward, sacrificed more, and took more personal risks than
other union organizers.

On the central argument of opponents that the
Communist Party was primarily an agency of the Soviet
Union, in its crudest form this amounts to a claim that
genuine radicalism could not be indigenous to this
continent, and that the only tenable trade unionism was

moderate business unionism. At the other extreme, tha

describe the communists as having made good trade
unionists; but Prickett, in distinction to Keeran, argues
that they became "bad" or ineffectual communists in the
process, losing sight of their aim of spreading
revoluticnary consciousness among the workers.

137his was often more a matter of innuendo than
direct accusation. A union was invariably described as
being under communist "control" if communists were
included among the leadership.

e
a4
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communists themselves in most periods would not admit that
any contradiction existed between their role as working-
class radicals and their loyalty to the Soviet Union, the
first homeland of socialism. A few historians believe this
contradiction has been exaggerated. Roger Keeran writes of
the communist union members he studied that their "ties to
an international movement did not keep them from being
leading fighters for industrial unionism in the auto
industry. The moral and intellectual strength that
communists derived from their international ties made them

better fighters than they otherwise would have been."14

The belief that they formed part of a powerful
international movement no doubt helped strengthen the
commitment of many communists. However, in studying the
record it is clear that the Communist Party did regularly
adopt new policies on what amounted to "orders from
Moscow," and not on an analysis of national conditions;
and sometimes these policies do seem to have been
extremely inappropriate in the local circumstances.
Further, while communists should be defended as among the
leading proponents of democracy within the union movement,
inner-party democracy was almost non-existent on basic
policy questions. Therefore,; because changes in policy
were imposed from above, they were otften mechanically and

clumsily applied by communists.

l4geeran, The Communist Party and the Ruto Workers, p.3.
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These things being said, the contrary still remains
true, that the communists were the principal
representatives of whatever genuine North American
radicalism existed. The contradiction is perhaps partly to
be resolved by drawing a line of distinction between rank-
and-file communists, militants from the shop floor, and
the full-time party professionals who became totally
committed to defending the party line, whatever it might
be. An interesting recent example of this approach to
Canadian communist history is provided by Bryan Palmer, in
his preface to the autobiography of rank-and-file activist
Jack Scott.l5 palmer argues that Scott was an honest
radical, and studies of the role of ordinary communists in
Canadian unions can find many such, but that the Communist
Party centre and its agents were representatives of "“the
distortions of Stalinism." However, the paradoxes in the
history of Canadian Communism cannot be resolved simply by
such a depiction of misled militants and bureaucratic
party leaders. The Communist Party centre, for all its
faults, along with the doctrinaire version of Marxism-
Leninism that was current in party study classes, played
essential roles in tne process whereby a militant trade

unionist like S8Scott, albeit a natural rebel, could become

15Bryan D.Palmer, ed., A Communist Life: Jack Scott
and the Canadian Workers Movement, 1927-1985 |{St. John's,
1988).
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a lifelong radical. It also seems probable that
"Stalinist"™ leaders like Tim Buck, for at least a long
part of their careers, were themselves much more honest
and committed than Palmer would admit, The contradiction
between being a genuine radical and a slavish party hack
must in fact have existed within the outlook of many
communists, perhaps to some degree within all, ordinary
members as well as leaders. There were truly revolutionary
aspects in the party's message to workers; the communists’
critical analysis of capitalism was penetrating and
powerful, awakening many toc resist injustice; and the
courage, dedicated hard work, and self-sacrifice displayed
by many party members was quite remarkable. On the other
side, there were intense efforts within the party to
achieve unanimity of belief in a changing political line
imposed from above, which must have led to considerable
mental dishonesty and self-deception. There was also a
stultifying tendency within the communist movement to
argue dogmatically from the authority of classic texts by
Marx, Lenin or Stalin.

Communists in all Western countries attempted the
impossible: they undertook a commitment to revolution in
what were and remained non-revolutionary conditions; they
tried to be loyal both to the Soviet Union and the cause
of social transformation in their home countries; and they

attempted to retain critical and independent judgement
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while repressing tendencies towards "bourgeois
individualism” and upholding "democratic-centralism"
within the party. The difficulties involved were perhaps
easier for worker militants who didn't involve themselves
too deeply in theory; and this surely was the case for
most of the Cape Breton communists. Political radicalism
helped make rre intense their commitment to the struggle,
but they were always, first and foremost, militant trade
unjionists. In left-wing political organizations, recruits
have generally come from two sources: natural fighters
from among the workers and middle-class intellectuals.
Most Cape Breton communists came from the ranks of the
workers, and remained there.l6

The same working-class character was found among the
CCF membership in Cape Breton, and there was at least as
sharp a divergence in outlook between local activists and
national CCF leaders as existed in the CP. The CCF, of
course, was a very different sort of organization from a
Leninist party. The CCF sought to build a mass electoral
party which was relatively vague and loose 1in its
ideological rigour. The CP, in contrast, restricted
membership to committed activists, and in practice usually
required members to express th-ir agreement with each

change of party line. The CCF wa: -~ot like this, although

l6The one exception that comes readily to mind is
A.A. "Bert" MacLeod, a communist intellectual originally
from Cape Breton who became prominent in the party in Ontario.
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it also eaperienced changes in policy over the years which
were consistently initiated by the top leadership, the
primary criteria being their estimate of how a given
strategy would affect the party's electoral prospects. As
within many other political organizations, the forms of
democracy in the CCF overlaid and served to legitimize
the manipulations of power. In the history of the CCF,
however, the open exercise of party discipline seems to
have been used almost exclusively to eliminate members who
advocated alliance or unity with communists. An early
example of this was the struggle within the Ontario CCF in
1933, which ended with expulsions of those advocating
CCFers work closely with the communists.l7 (CCF leaders
had two strong reasons for fearing getting too close to
the CP: first they believed that any public association
with communism would hurt their electoral prospects; and
second they never wanted to chance the appe2al communist
radicalism might have tc the left-leaning and susceptible
among the CCF membership.18

The concern of CCF leaders with keeping control over

l7Gerald L. Caplan, The Dilemma of Canadian
Socialism. The CCF in Ontario {Toronto 1973}, pp. 50-~-50.

18The preoccupation of CCF National Secretary David
Lewis with the dangers of communism is apparent throughout
his autobiography. David Lewis, The Good Fight (Toronto,
1981). The strong opposition of J.S. Woodsworth to any
alliances with the CP is also well attested. See Kenneth
McNaught, A Prophet in Politics (Toronto, 1959), pp. 269~
70.
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disgruntled members with radical tendencies perhaps also
arose from the fact that CCF policies, when they changed,
seemed always to move from left to right. All commentators
agree that the CCF had generally much more radical
sounding rhetoric and stated purposes in its early years
than it did later, particularly after the war.l9 In much
that has been written on the CCF the explanation provided
for this right-ward transformation is that the broadly
based CCF "movement" of pre-war years became subordinated
to the CCF "party" and its leaders, concerned exclusively
with the attaining of political power through elections.?2¢
In order to have a wider appeal to voters, the CCF
moderated its policies and suppressed or purged its
radicals. Radicalism, it is added, came mainly from the
CCF clubs, filled with socialist intellectuals, and the
alliance of CCF party leaders with union leaders aided
this process of moderating the CCF's image and outlook.
But there were few middle-class intellectuals in the CCF
in Cape Breton, and there it was more a matter of the CCF
national leaders helping insure the victory of the right

wing in the miners' and steelworkers' unions, than of the

19see Michael S. Cross, The Decline and Fall of a
Good Idea. CCF-NDP Manifestoes, 1932 to 1969 (Toronto
1974), for documentary evidence of the CCF's move to the right.

20The movement to party thesis is presented in full
force in Leo Zakuta, A Protest Movement Becalmed: A Study
of Change in the CCF (Toronto 1964); but simillar ideas are
expressed in Walter D. Young, The Anatomy of a Party: the
National CCF {Toronto 1969).
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unions pushing the CCF policies to the right.2l If the
unions became a right-wing influence on the CCF and the
later NDP, the CCF had first helped to create a union
movement that would play this role. Overall, it is
impossible to apply the "movement to party" thesis to the
CCF in Cape Breton, where radicalism was not introduced to
the miners by CCF movement intellectuals, but was
widespread among union members before the CCF came on tha
scene. With regard to the CCF, at least as usefully as
with the CP, a distinction should be made between local
worker CCF activists and the middle-class intellectuals
and union bureaucrats who led the party. Cape Breton
workers supported the CCF believing it was a genuine
socialist party, but it is doubtful if the workers' vision
of socialism ever had much in common with that of the
national party leaders.

The argument of this thesis is that ultimately bhoth
parties failed as leaders of radicalism in Cape Breton,
but that the Communist Party, with all its weaknesses,
came closer to awakening genuinely revolutionary political

consciousness among the workers. The CCF national

2l7his is also true in other centres of local
militant industrial unionism. For example, in 1948 Bob
Carlin of the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers in Sudbury
was purged from the CCF for "appeasing" communists in his
union, although he had won the Sudbury seac in the
provincial legislature for the CCF in 1943 and 1945.
Abella, Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour, pp.
198-1.
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leadership never at any time had such truly radical aims.
The communist line regarding social-democratic parties
like the CCF was that they preserve capitalism by selling
the potentially revolutionary workers the iilusion that
socialism can be won gradually, peacefully, and legally.
In most of Canada it would be ridiculous to claim the
CCF/ND? has played a counter-revolutionary role, since the
politics of class struggle have never taken the centre of
the national political stage, and capitalism needed no
social-democratic saviour. In industrial Cape Breton,
however, it can be argued that the CCF did, in practice,
have the effect of moderating the political outlook of
many workers, strengthening moderation in the union
movement, and served as the main agency for reconciling
the radical workers to the fundamental political and
social structure in Canada.

Another point to be remembered is that the influences
operating between the unions and labour-oriented political
parties were reciprocal. The developments in the unioas
had a great effect on both provincial and federal
elections in the area. Conversely, the representatives of
the political parties had a considerable influence on the
policies that were followed within the unions. The
distinction that was often made by the participants
themselves between union activity and "politics" was

false. Union activity was extremely "political" in itself,
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and the direction taken in union politics was probably
always of much more practical significance to the lives of
the workers than was the choice of a local representative
in the legislature. In the pages that follow, therefore,
the story of labour politics in Cape Breton in the 1930s
and 1940s is followed primarily in chronological order,
but with politics within the union movement and in the
community in general discussed in separate chapters.

Chapter One deals with the communist influence in
Cape Breton towns in the early 193¢s, and with the
ideological ferment as the state, the churches, the
mainstream politicians, moderate union leaders, and others
rushed to combat these radical ideas among the workers.
Chapter Two discusses the communist role in the coal
riiners' union movement in this same period, and the rise
and fall of a communist-led breakaway union in the early
1938s. The principal difference between this and earlier
treatments of Cape Breton radical pelitics is that it
shows that widespread militancy continued to exist in the
area after the 1928s, and it rejects versions of this
history that systematically downplay the role of tha
Communist Party in Cape Breton.

Continuing the analysis of communist activity in the
area, Chapter Three focusses on the effect of the CP's
"united front" policies in Cape Bieton in the years 1935-

39, In this thesis this period is regarded as crucial in
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undermining the strength of radicalism in the area. It is
argued that it was not primarily ideological attacks, or
any transformation in the local situation, that brought
about the CP's fairly rapid decline in influence in Cape
Breton in the late 193¢s. It was events outside the area,
indeed outside the country, that brought about this
change. One of these events was the coming of the big
industrial union movement in the US and Canada. Even more
important was the change in the policy of the
international communist movement. It is also argued here
that the local struggle against communism had led to a
shift to the left, at least temporarily, of the whole
spectrum of what constituted acceptable politics. In this
the movement led by Catholic priests, the Antigonish Co-
operative Movement, played a key role. And even the middle
class in Sydney and Glace Bay saw the CCF as relatively
acceptable when compared to the Communist Party. This
helped bring about the electoral triumphs of the CCF in
Cape Breton in 1939-49, the first CCF victories east of
Manitoba.

Turning to unien activity in the early years of the
war, Chapter Four looks at the explosion of militant union
activity among the coal miners in Cape Breton, and dwells
especially on the slowdown strike of 1941, and the
relationship of these Cape Breton developments to the

general transformation of Canadian labour relations during
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World War Two.

Chapter Five describes the most important advance
made by the workers movement in Cape Breton in the time
covered by this thesis, the building of the second large
industrial union in the area at the Sydney steel plant.
This was in part made possible by alterations in the
policies of the provincial state in the late 193¢s. This
chapter deals further with the successful consolidation of
the steel union during the war and in the 1946 strike, but
shows that the union that emerged had become firmly
dominated by right-wing union ideclogy and leaders by the
post-war years.

Chapter Six resumes the story of the coal union in
the later war years and during the 1947 strike,
concentrating on the important issue of those years, the
question of mechanization of the mines. It is argued that
the ideological transformation in the union movement of
the 1940s produced the less militant policies of the
miners in the 195ps, when modernization transformed the
workplace and greatly reduced the number of coal miners
employed.

Chapter Seven further assesses changes in Cape Breton
labour politics in the war years and the immediate post-
war era. This begins at the high pcint of CCF ascendancy
in local politics, when the party's platform still

retained the rhetoric of socialism, and high hopes existed
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for electoral victory in Nova Scotia and at the federal
level. These hopes were never fulfilled, and for the CCF
in Cape Breton, as elsewhere in Canada, the discouraging
results of elections in 1945 helped move party policies to
the right. The Communist Party's wartime policies further
weakened its local influence, and helped to undermine the
Cape Breton workers' radicalism. With the great decline of
radicalism in the area, support for even the moderate
social democracy of the CCF was in decline by the late
1940s.

The f£inal chapter deals with the triumph of anti-
communist politics and right-wing unionism with the coming
of the Cold War to Cape Breton. Two symbolic incidents are
discussed, one occurring in 1949 and the second in 1954,
which displayed the ascendancy of the right in both the
steel and coal unions by those years.

This was a victory of the "right" only relative to
the earlier radicalism, of course. Cape Breton remained a
bastion of strong trade unionism, and continued to elect
CCF representatives for some years after this. However, in
describing the behaviour and outlook of workers in unions,
and their political activities, it seems impossible to
avoid the use of terms such as "right" and "left,"
"militant" and "moderate," "radical" versus "right-wing"
or the like. Clearly, these are relative terms, but at any

given time refer to real distinctions in outlook. All
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Twentieth Century politicians in Cape Breton,
Conservatives and Liberals as well as Communists and
CCFers, claimed to be the real friends of the workers, and
literally no-one in a town like Glace Bay would dare
oppose the abstract principle of trade unionism. But
throughout the history of the miners' union movement
"left" and "militant"™ as contrasted to "right-wing"
leadership factions had existed. The "left" was generally
associated politically with the communists, and with a
radical class-oriented approach to political questions. In
the union the "left-wing" usually opposed the policies of
the international leadership of the UMW, called readily
for strikes, and demanded local union democracy and
autonomy. The "right" politically supported vague
workerism, Lib-Lab or even Labourite-Conservative
candidates, and eventually settled on the CCF as an
alternative to the class struggle politics of the
Communist Party. Within the union the "right-wing" stood
for support of the international policies of the UMW, for
co-operation with the company and the government and the
avoidance of strikes where possible, and for bureaucratic,
centralized control of union affairs rather than
undisciplined and spontaneous actions by the rank and
file. These "left" and "right" categories, however, were
shifting ground. Leading individuals changed their

orientation often. The most common change was for union
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officers, once elected and faced with the responsibilities
and the temptations of office, to move to the "right" in
their policies. This seemed an almost invariable
transformation with regard to District 25 presidents: John
W. MacLeod, D.W. Morrison, and Freeman Jenkins were all
elected as men of the "left," and all were regarded as
extreme "right-wingers" before ending their time in
office.

Somewhat the same shift from left to right occurred
in the general orientation of the politics of labour in
Cape Breton during the two decades covered in this thesis.
In describing this process the aim has been to show how
the economic conditions affecting the workers, as well as
the important technological changes at the workplace,
interacted with the ideological leadership given by the
political parties to produce certain levels of
consciousness among the workers. Beyond this, the
principal actors in this story are the activists among the
rank-and-~-file coal miners and steelworkers, those who
attended union meetings, supported the CP, the CCF, or the

co-operatives at various times.22 1t was the political

22Given the conditions and outlook of the time, this
group of active participants in the political movements
was overwhelmingly male, and the leading figures mostly
came from the dominant ethnic groups, the Anglo-Celtic
majority. Women, as well as men from ethnic minorities,
played far less part in union and political affairs than
did men from the majority groups, and this is reflected in
the account given in this thesis.
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choices made by these people, and the conditions and
influences leading to these choices, that form the main

subject matter of this thesis.?23

23S5ome of the material in this thesis has been
previously published in another form. Parts of Chapter One
and Chapter Two were included in M. Earle, "The Coalminers
and Their “Red' Union: The Amalgamated Mine Workers of
Nova Scotia, 1932-1936," Labour/Le Travail 22 (fall 1988),
pp. 99-137. Part of Chapter Three was included in M. Earle
and Herbert Gamberg, "The United Mine Workers and the
Coming of the CCF to Cape Breton," Acadiensis XIX, 1
(Autumn 1989), pp. 3-26., A portion of Chapter Four was
included in M. Earle, "'Down with Hitler and 8Silby
Barrett': The Capes Breton Miners' Slowdown Strike of
1941," Acadiensis XVIII, 1 (Autumn 1988), pp. 99-137. The
publishers of these periodicals have graciously given
permission for the republication of this material in this
thesis.




Chapter One
Radical Politics in Cape Breton Communities, 1930-5.

The working-class political activity that is
discussed in this thesis took place in the towns of Cape
Breton County, including Glace Bay, New Waterford,
Dominion, Reserve and smaller mining communities, and the
steel plant city of Sydney.l These were all communities
that had mushroomed rapidly in the early years of the
century after the formation of the Dominion Cocal Company
and the Dominion Iron and Steel Cocrporation led to
expanded employment in heavy industry. Sydney had a
population of 2427 in 1891, 9949 in 1901, L7723 in 1911,
and 283¢5 in 1941. Glace Bay's population was 2459 in
1891, 6945 in 1901, 16562 in 1911, and 25147 in 1941. New
Waterford was first listed in the 1921 census as 5612, and
numbered 93¢2 in 1941.2 Most of this rapid population

increase consisted of people of Highland Scots descent

lExcluded from consideration are the mining towns on
the North-side of Sydney Harbour, Sydney Mines and
Plorence. The miners there displayed militancy equal to
that of miners on the South-side. They were, however,
somewhat isclated from the other miners by geographical
distance and by the fact they worked for the 01d Sydney
Collieries, not the Dominion Coal Company. 0ld Sydney was
also a Dosco subsidiary, when not in receivership, but
different policies were deliberately applied by the
corporation to these different groups of workers. In
electoral politics, the Sydney Mines miners, however
radical they might become, were outnumbered in a riding
that was largely rural as well as containing the port of
North Sydney, primarily a traditional fishing community.

2Census of Canada, 1911; Census of Canada, 1951.

30
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moving in from the rural areas of Cape Breton Island to
work in the mines or the steel mill. As of the 1941
census, 87 per cent of the population of the county was
born in Canada, although substantial numbers of migrants
alse came to the industrial Cape Breton area from
Newfoundland and the British Isles, as well as smaller
groups from Italy, Eastern Europe and the West Indies.3
But in comparison to the miners of Alberta and British
Columbia, the majority of whom were European immigrants of
many national origins, there was relatively little ethnic
diversity in Cape Breton.4

Religious and ethnic differences did exist in these
towns, but perhaps the most striking characteristic of all
these communities was their "proletarian" nature. Not only
were industrial workers in the majority, but there was not
a well-established traditional Anglo-Saxon middle class.
There were, of course, the company officials, and a
sprinkling of small businessmen, clergy, lawyers and
doctors, but in comparison to towns with longer and slower

growth, the middle class was small and weak, and a

3Census of Canada, 1941, gives a total population of
87,152 for Cape Breton South, 75879 of whom were born in
Canada, 4812 born in Newfoundland, 2923 in Continental
Europe, 2065 in the British Isles, 834 in the United
States, 298 in the West Indies, 143 in Asia 188 in Syria
or Lebanoni, and 198 elsewhere or unknown.

40n the ethnic diversity in the West, see Charles
Allen Seager, "A Proletariat in Wild Rose Country: The
Alberta Coal Miners, 19¢5-~1945," Ph.D. Thesis, University
of Toronto, 1981.
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substantial proportion of small merchants in the area were
Jewish or Lebanese.5 [n religion, slightly more than half
the population throughout the industrial area was
Catholic, but the proportion in the various communities
was somewhat different. In Sydney, Glace Bay and Sydney
Mines just under 58 per cent of the population belonged to
various Protestant churches, but New Waterford was
approximately 74 per cent Catholic, and Dominion 80 per
cent.b6

These religious differences had a bearing on the
impact of radical political ideology ia the different
towns; all the clergy opposed communism, but the Catholic
clergy appears to have doane so more intensely and
effectively. The miners of New Waterford, compared to
Glace Bay or S8ydney Mines, displayed somewhat less
militancy in union affairs or radicalism in politics in
the early 1930s, probably because of religion. Yet the
record also shows that religion was not the major
determinant of the level of militancy. Whether the coal
minexrs were Protestant or Catholic, they were generally
more radical than the other workers of the area. Sydney,

where an attempt to build a union at the steel plant had

5Census of Canada, 1941, listed 395 persons of Jewish
origin 1n Glace Bay, 445 in Sydney, and 99 in New
Waterford. Almost invariably the Jews in the area were
self-employed, as merchants or professionals.

6Census of Canada, 1941.
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been defeated in 1923, had its radicals, but they were in
a small minority. The centre of radicalism was in the
largest mining town, Glace Bay. This was where the most
active leadership was provided by J. B. McLachlan and his
immediate followers, and it was the UMW locals in the
Glace Bay sub-district that consistently took the most
combative positions on all union matters.

As might be anticipated, the high points of workers’
activity in electoral politics followed surges in union
militancy. Labour candidates Alex MacKinnon in 1911, and
J.B. McLachlan in 1916, finished at the bottom of the
polls in Cape Breton county in provincial elections.
Labour did much better in the federal election of December
1917, when miners’ leader Robert Baxter and Sydney
steelworker John Gillis got a high proportion of the vote
running as Independent Labor Party (ILP) candidates.?7 Tt
was in the period immediately following the First World
War, however, that labour candidates got their best
results. In the provincial election of 1920 Farmer-wvabour
candidates won eleven seats throughout the province.8 1In

Cape Breton County Farmer-Labour candidates swept the

7pavid Frank, "Working Class Politics: The Elections
of J.B. McLachlan, 1916-1935," in Kenneth Donovan, ed.,
The Island: New Perspectives on Cape Breton History, 1713~
1990 (Sydney, forthcoming 1990). The writer is indebted to
Dr. Frank for an advance sight of this soon to be
published article.

8 MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, pp. 70-1.
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field. Elected were: D. W. Morrison, later the Mayor of
Glace Bay and President of Dastrict 26, as a Labour/Great
War Veterans Association candidate; Joseph Steele, a
carpenter from Sydney, as a Labour candidate; Forman Waye,
who had been a machinist in the Sydney Mines steel plant
until it closed, and who also represented Labour; and A.

R. Richardson, from South Bar, as a Farmer candidate.9

Labour also did better than ever before in the Cape Breton
area in the 1921 federal election. M.A. MacKenzie of
Sydney ran as a Farmer-Labour candidate in Cape Breton
North-Victoria, getting 35.4 per cent of the vote in this
largely rural riding. J.B. McLachlan ran for Labour in the
two member Cape Breton South-Richmond constituency. He
received the majority of the vote throughout the mining
district and even in Sydney, but was defeated in the
constituency as a whole, which at this time included a
large rural area.lO

These electoral victories and near victories came at
a time of rising union militancy among the miners. They

brought few tangible benefits to the workers of Cape

9A. A. MacKenzie, "The Rise and Fall of The Farmer-
Labor Party in Nova Scotia," M.A.Thesis, Dalhousie, 1969,
p. 196.

10pzvid Frank, "Elections of J.B. McLachlan," makes a
convincing argument that it was the rural nature of much
of the constituency that defeated MclLachlan, rather than
the dirty tricks of his opponents. This was the election
in which ithe Liberal candidate, W.F. Carroll, made use of
a forged letter claiming McLachlan had taken a bribe to
agree to a wage reduction for the miners.
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Breton, however. Although forming the official opposition
in the provincial legislature, the alliance between Labour
and Farmer representatives soon broke down, and the Labour
members had no influence on the policies of the Liberal
government during this perioud of great labour upheavals in
Cape Breton. It was the Conservatives who benefitted
politically from the anger of the workers at the Liberal
government’s role during the 1925 strike. In the 1925
election the Conservatives swept to power in the province,
greatly helped by the Maritime Rights issue, while
presenting themselves in Cape Breton as true friends of
the workers who, unlike the Labourites, could attain
power. This appeal worked; Labour still got substantial
votes in the Cape Breton ridings, but not enough to
prevent defeat by Conservatives.,ll The Conservatives also
won the local seat in the federal election of 1925, in
which J.B. MclLachlan ran as a Labour candidate. McLachlan
had a strong vote, but considerably down from his showing
in 1921. A year later, in 1926, D.W. Morrison contested
the seat for Labour, but again the majority of miners’
votes was not sufficient to carry the constituency.l1?

In the 1920s local Labour clubs or Independent Labour

llMacKenzie, "Rise and Fall of the Farmer-Labor
Party," pp. 170-4.

l2Frank, "The Elections of J.B. McLachlan." The
winning candidate in 1925, 1926 and again in 1930 was
Conservative Finlay MacDonald.
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Party (ILP) branches appear to have been activated only at
the time of elections, and then generally to have made a
broad appeal calling on workers of all factions to unite
behind a labour candidate. The unity in elec¢toral politics
was much more effective in the 1920-1 period than it was
to be again until the late 1930s. This was partly a matter
of the international division in socialist politics
between communist supporters of the Bolsheviks and
moderate social-democrats. There existed no organized
social~democratic party in Canada until the CCP emerged in
the 1932-3., However a definite split had appeared between
the left and right in the miners’ union. J.B. McLachlan
had unequalled prominence as a miners’ leader, but was
well known to be a communist. Thus when he was a candidate
little support came from the right-wing members of the
UMW, who tended either to support one or the other of the
mainstream parties, or to vote for moderate labourite
reformers. What was presented as the extremism of
McLachlan and other radicals no doubt alienated some
workers,; as well as rural voters or members of the middle
class. By the late 1920s it alsc appears that labour in
Cape Breton was somewhat demoralized by defeats in
strikes. In the 1928 provincial election Labour candidates
J.B. McLachlan and Forman Waye came third, behind the

Liberals, in Cape Breton East.l3 In the federal election

13prank, "The Elections of J.B. McLachlan."
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of 1930 there was no Labour candidate.

This political discouragement perhaps reflected the
general conditions in the mining towns. Despite the
solidarity displayed in strikes the miners' living
standards, dependent on a declining coal industry, fell
throughout the 19208s.14 The 1921 average daily earnings
for contract miners in Wova Scotia was $7.22. By 1925 tnis
had fallen to $5.65, and by 1933 it was $5.68. The 1921
rate for datal ldaily paidd underground worxers was $3.94,
in 1929 the rate was $3.35, and in 1933 it was $3.14.15
The sufferings endured in the great strike of 1925 did not
avert substantial wage cuts, and a sense of defeat and
demoralization weakened radical organization and influence
in Cape Breton in the years that immediately followed. One
Communist Party member wrote in March 1928: "I[ might as
well say we have no branch here now. We have not met since
Nov. last ... the miners are in a state of apathy like you
never seen."l6 As the miners' conditions deteriorated
further, however, there was renewed response to radical

and militant ideas.

l4pased on Dominion Bureau of Statistics figures,
C.B. Wade estimated the 1932 real earnings of miners at
58.6 percent of 1921 earnings. C.B.Wade, History of the
UMW of A District 26, unpublished manuscript, PANS.

15w. F®. Carroll, Report of the Royal Commission on
Coal |Ottawa, 1947y}, p. 303.

l6Harry Campbell to Annie Buller, 19 March 1928,
Communist Party of Canada JCPC) Papers, MG 28 IvV4, M 7378,
National Archives of Canada |(NACH.
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By the beginning of the 1930s the miners and their
families were living in desperate circumstances, and the
coming of the worldwide depression had destroyed hope for
any early improvement in conditions. Even more devastating
than the lowered wage rates was the unemployment and
under-employment in the mining communities. Unemployment
was widespread, particularly among the younger men, and
those miners wh. were employed worked only one, two, or
three shifts a week. In 1931 80 per cent of the miners of
Nova Scotia worked less than 200 shifts, and earned less
than $1000 during the year.l7 when, in the first week of
September 1933, all the Glace Bay sub-district mines
worked a full week, it made front page headline news.l8
Employed miners, as well as the unemployed, depended most
weeks on relief payments to keep their families alive.
Struggles over the methods of payment and the amount paid
were freguent.l9 In Glace Bay relief payments were
generally at a slightly higher level than in most Nova
Scotia towns because of the pressure exerted on the town
council by miners’ delegations and demonstrations of the
unemployed, but at best the relief erabled people to

survive at a bare subsistence level. In 1932 the maximum

l7carroll, Royal Commission, p. 305, p. 308.

18Glace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1933,

19G1ace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1932, 21 May 1934;
Sydney Post-Record, 7 April, 7 July 1933.
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to which a family’s weekly income could be subsidized in
Glace Bay, regardless of family size, was $10.00.20 This
maximum was increased slightly in the following years, but
malnutrition, poor clothing, and inadeguate heating was
the lot of many miners and their families, and combined
with this material poverty was the humiliation of living
on relief and the fear of further cuts in wages, cuts in
relief payments, or complete unemployment if mines were
closed.

When the Communist Party entered its "left" phase at
the beginning of the depression, it saw the coal mining
area of Cape Breton as a prime target for a revitalized
appeal to action, and in response to the deteriorating
living standards in the early 1930s in Cape Breton there
was renewed response to radical and militant ideas. There
were numerous types of communist-led activities in the
communities aimed at involving working people in radical
politics. The centre of this activity in Cape Breton was
the town of Glace Bay where J.B. McLachlan resided, and

where he began editing the weekly Nova Scotia Miner in

December 1929. The party’s following in Glace Bay owed
much to McLachlan’s personal appeal. Certainly no other
miners” leader commanded the respect and popularity he
did. The approval he received, however, cannot be seen as

restricted to his personal qualities of courage and

20Glace Bay Gazette, 7 November 1932,
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honesty as a leader, but extended to the revolutionary
ideas he so freely and forthrightly expressed. And
McLachlan's was not the only radical voice in the area.
Throughout the mining areas there were other men with
leadership experience at various levels of union activity,
who within District 26 constituted what can be termed a
left opposition to moderate or right-wing union policies.
Like McLachlan they saw the union battles as part of a
general class struggle, and some of these militant miners
became Communist Party members. There were also a smaller
number of women who joined the party. The lccal membership
was never very large; no exaclt figures on the numbers in
Glace Bay are available, but the really active membership
probably never exceeded 2¢ to 3¢ at any time. Actual
membership, however, required a degree of commitment and
level of activity that few were willing to provide for
long periods. Some seem to have passed in and out of the
party, while retaining a basic loyalty to its ideology. It
also seems clear that over many years 1n the Glace Bay
area the influence of the communists went far beyond their
numbers. Evidence of this is given by the large attendance
regularly obtained at the public meetings the party held
throughout the 193@¢s and 1940s in Glace Bay. George
MacEachern, who was very active in the Communist Party in
Sydney and who frequently went to Glace Bay, says of these

years:
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In Glace Bay we could fill any hall with no
trouble when we had a meeting with someone like
Tim Buck or Annie Buller speaking. There was a
whole section of people there who would speak of
"The Party" =-- just "The Party," meaning the

Communist Party -- and most of them were never
members. 21

The influence of the CP in Glace Bay grew in the early
1930s when the popular; communist—-led movements included
many rank—and-file miners, women, and the young unemployed
men. Displayed in all the mass activities was the
aspiration of the working people to overcome their
helplessness in the face of great economic forces, and
their repudiation of politicians and union bureaucrats who
cared little about their circumstances. A substantial
number, facing the desperate conditions of the depression
and influenced by communism, reacted not with despair but
with struggle. This strong response to communist ideology
led the party centre to regard Glace Bay as an important
base, and at almost all times during these years there was
at least one full time party organizer stationed there,
men such as Jim Barker, Sam Scarlett, A.A. MacLeod, or
Phil Luck, and there were also frequent visits from
leading party figures such as A.E.Smith, Annie Buller, and
Tim Buck.

Communist-led activity mainly took the form of
meetings, demonstrations, and protests involving the

Unemployed Association, the very active AMW Women’'s

2linterview with George MacEachern, July, 1984,
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Auxiliary, and AMW locals on issues such as unemployment,
relief, workman’s compensation, rents, and evictions.
Almost every week delegations appeared before the Glace
Bay town council.?2 For example, in November 1932 the town
council was visited by delegates from each of the AMW
locals in Glace Bay, the AMW Women’s Auxiliary branches,
and the unemployed organization, each delegation speaking
to protest the low maximum of 310.00 relief, calling for
workers® representatives on the relief commission,
workers’ control of the distribution of clothing, better
treatment of unemployed single men, and many other
specific demands.23 The AMW also on at least one occasion
used strike action on a relief issue. In December 1932
they organized a twe day strike in the mines at Reserve
because the relief maximum there was only $7.00 per day,
regardless of the size of the family. This was, they
announced, a "hunger strike," not a strike against the
company. The strike succeeded; the Reserve municipality
raised the maximum relief orders to $10.00 for families
and $3.00 for siingle men, the levels in nearby Glace
Bay.24 These struggles, delegations to council meetings

and the like, were frequent through these years, and all

22Glace Bay Gazette, 17 November, 15 December 1932,
23 February 1933.

23Glace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1932,

24Glace Bay Gazette, 20, 21, 22 December 1932.
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were led by the communists while reflecting the strong
desire of workers to gain control over at least some of
the conditions affecting them.

One important form of communist activity in the early
1930s in Glace Bay, as elsewhere in North America, was the
organization of the unemployed. In the mining towns the
older miners suffered from under-employment, getting
barely enough work to survive. The largest unemployed
group was the young single men, most of whom had never
been employed. Their organization in Glace Bay was first
called the Unemployed Association and later the Unemployed
Union, and the AMW worked closely with it under both
names. AMW miners Rankin MacDonald and John R. MacDonald
were among the principal leaders of the unemployed in
Glace Bay. Rankin MacDonald was a Communist Party member,
but Jonn R. MacDonald, although a left-winger, probably
never was. The style of the protests of the time arose
naturally from the spontaneous anger of the unemployed,
but they also resulted from the policies of the CP. The
unemployed organization during this "left" period as
standard tactics issued outspoken demands and sought
confrontations with authority. In May 1933, for example,
unemployed demonstrators led by Rankin MacDonald marched

into the town jail demanding to be locked up and fed.25

The unemployed of Glace Bay were invariably active on the

25Glace Bay Gazette, 11 May 1933.
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picket lines in any local strike of the AMW or other
workers, and the organization seems to have included

almost all the young unemployed men in the town.26

The AMW Women’s Auxiliary was the most direct form of
communist work among women in Glace Bay. It concentrated
on the problems of women as wives and mothers, raising
such demands as free school books and the elimination of
military cadet corps in the schools, as well as relief
issues. Women’s Auxiliary "fraternal" delegates attended
AMW conventions and spoke at length giving the women’s
views on union issues. At the May 1933 convention a
resolution was proposed to give miners’ wives a vote in
all contract referendums, a week earlier than the men. The
argument advanced was that this would inject more
militancy into the vote, since women knew better than men
how difficult it was to live on .he low wages. The
delegates tabled this resolution which provoked an angry

response from J.B. McLachlan in the Nova Scotia Miner.27

He had long argued that wives should be given "voice and
vote" at union meetings.28 The greatest coup of the AMW
Women’s Auxiliary was its preparation of a report which,

based on the women’s own research, claimed the average

26Glace Bay Gazette, 6 January 1934, gives the active
membership of the Unemployed Association in Glace Bay as 814,

27Glace Bay Gazette; 9 May 1933; Nova Scotia Miner,
20 May 1933,

28Nova Scotia Miner, 25 January 1930.
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daily income per person in miners’ families was thirteen
cents. This gained considerable attention after A.A.Heaps,
the Independent Labour Party (ILP) Member of Parliament
from Winnipeg, read out portions of the report in the
House of Commons. A Women’s Auxiliary resolution, which
was published in local newspapers, called Prime Minister
Bennett a liar, causing the local Conservative MP, Finlay
MacDonald, to make an angry and threatening public reply,
which in turn evoked a defiant response from Mrs. Annie
Whitfield, the militant leader of the AMW women.Z29

The Glace Bay communists also engaged in education,
performing what they termed propaganda work as distinct
from agitation. Freguent public meetings were held, such
as one in 1933 at which Sam Scarlett spoke on "What 1is the
Workers Unity League?," or another at which the speaker
was McLachlan on "Imperialism."30 In that same year a
"School of Class Warfare" was set up on a farm near Glace
Bay, conducted by A.A. MacLeod.3l There were also
communist fund-raising and social events. The "Workers

Educational Club" held dances on most Saturday nights.32 A

29Nova Scotia Miner, 15 October 1932; Glace Bay
Gazette, 18 October, 11 November 1932.

3 Advertisements, Glace Bay Gazette, 10 June, 2
Deceml ': 1933.

3lglace Bay Gazette, 2 April 1933,

325ee advertisements in most issues of the Nova
Scotia Miner, 1932 and 1933.
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certain number of local communists also went on visits to
the Soviet Union in the early 1930s, including McLachlan
himself, Mrs. Whitfield, and Rankin MacDonald.33 fThese
expense-paid trips to the Soviet Union were one reward a
hardworking local radical could get for many years of
service, and the participants were expected to take part
in numerous report-back meetings on their return.

It would not do to exaggerate the support for
communism in Glace Bay. It was surely always a minority
who would have genuinely welcomed a revolution in Canada.
The tendency, however, in much of the writing about Cape
Breton politics at this time, has been to underestimate
the amount of real support the Communist Party had in the
area. Any unbiased look at such evidence as the backing
received by CP members in the union movement, the
attendance at CP rallies or meetings, and the vote
McLachlan got in elections, would suggest that communism
was a widespread viewpoint in Glace Bay. This cannot have
resulted from any ignorance of the evils of communism as
described by its opponents. The popular support for
communism grew during years of almost constant ideological
attacks on radical ideology by the mainstream politicians,
newspapers, and clergy of the area. Anti-communist

propaganda in the 1930s in such periodicals as the Sydney

33Nova Scotia Miner, 15 March 1930, 19 September, 24
October 1931.
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Post-Record or the Glace Bay Gazette hammered away

continually on the themes that it was an atheist doctrine,
that the Christian religion was repressed in the Soviet
Union, that communism was not democratic, and that it was
un-British. One element of key importance in the anti-red
message after the Second World War was missing in the
1930s. It was not the Soviet Union, but Nazi Germany and
Fascist Italy that could be seen as posing a direct
military threat to the British BEmpire, Canada or the
United States. Nonetheless, the number of anti-communist
sermons and editorials was far greater than those directed
against fascism or right-wing extremism. This rhetoric
against communism meant that while there were CP
supporters, there was also opposition to communism that
was more vehement, more strongly asserted, than standard
political partisanship. Communism was regarded by its
opponents as "beyond the pale," outside the spectrum of
acceptable politics. However, it should alsc be alided that
even many anti-communist workers came to accept certain
ideas promulgated by the party. Almost all the miners and
steelworkers seem to have come to think of themselves as
forming part of an embattled working class facing
representatives of a ruthless and greedy capitalist class,
a way of thinking the actions of the Dosce corpuration did
little to dispel.

Other towns in Cape Breton had no radical political
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movements ecuivalent to the movement in Glace Bay. In New
Waterford, for example, the much weaker AMW was led by Tom

Ling, who also ran for the ILP in the 1933 election.34

Ling was a left-winger prepared to work with the Communist
Party, as revealed when he served as a member of the
"Workers’ Jury" set up by the party’s supporters in 1931
in Ottawa during the trial of Tim Buck and other CP
leaders.35 Ling was never a party member, however; nor is
there any evidence of party membership for William Dwyer,
the leader of the unemploved movement in New Waterford.39
It seems unlikely that any leader openly professing
communism could have found any following in Catholic New

Waterford. The local weekly paper, the New Waterford

Times, tirelessly published anti-communist rhetoric. It
consistently advanced a Catholic pro-labour line, opposing
Christian social reform ideas to communism, with frequent
articles based on the Papal encyclicals on labour by Leo

X111 and Pius X1.37

34Glace Bay Gazette, 6 June, 22 July 1933.

35Nova Scotia Miner, 28 November 1931.

36Dwyer was the leading figure in such struggles in
New Waterford until his sudden death at age 43. Glace Bay
Gazette, 30 November 1832, 27 March, 2 May 1933, 10
January 1935.

37pew copies of the New Waterford Times appear to
have survived, but its editorials, written by a man named
Fergus Byrne, were often reprinted in the Glace Ba
Gazette. See, for example, "One Remedy Only," 5 June 1933;
or "Orderly Reform of Chaos," 9 January 1933.
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The steelworkers of Sydney had lost a strike in 1923

and failed to establish a union at the plant, after which
the management, like that of other big corporations in the
1920s, sought to appease the workers with an employee
representation plan. This form of representation lacked
sufficient power to oppose the company’s control over
wages and conditions, but helped stave off a union at the
plant for many years. Also, the depression hit Sydney
hard, and the steel plant was nearly completely shut down
during the 1931-3 period. What radical leadership there
was 1in Sydney was mainly devoted to the movements of the
unemployed. One centre of radical activity among the
immigrant wcrkers of Sydney was the left-wing and pro-
Soviet Ukrainian Farmer Labor Temple Association, which
owned a "temple" in Whitney Pier which was often used for
left-wing meetings. But CP activity was neither as
widespread nor as open as in Glace Bay. The principal
leaders of the unemployed workers’ movement in Sydney at
this time, Dan MacKay and M.A. MacKenzie, had both been
blacklisted from working at the plant for union activity,
and both were radicals. Neither, however, was a Communist
Party member. It was during this period that George
MacEachern reports first becoming involved in political

activity, first in the unemployed organization and later



50

in the Communist Party.38
Another important development for the future of
radicalism in Cape Breton was the publication in Sydney,
beginning in 1933, of the weekly paper the United
Steelworker. The editor and publisher was M.A. MacKenuie,
who had been the Labour-Farmer candidate in Cape Breton
North-victoria in 1921, and who had been a left-wing
Alderman on the Sydney city council for several terms in
the 192@s. MacKenzie had a varied earliexr career,
including work as a printer, and set up a small job
printing business at the same time he launched the paper.

The editorial line taken by the United Steelworkar was an

eclectic appeal for working-class unity, and editor
MacKenzie wrote: "We don't pay much attention to names,
parties or tags they are only symbols, shibboleths."39
Articles favorable to the One Big Union, the new CCF
party, the co-operative movement, and J.B. McLachlan and
the Communist Party were all included.4@ The United

Steelworker ceased publication late in 1933, due to

38pavid Frank and Donald MacGillivray, eds., George
MacEachern: An Autobiography WSydney, 1987), pp. 41-61.

39%United Steelworker, 19 August 1933.

40For examples see "An Economic Jacobs Coat," and
"Why We Should Abolish Capitalism"™ Ireprints from OBU
Bulletin), United Steelworker, 29 April, 29 July 1933;
"If the CCF Gets A Majority" and "The CCF," United
Steelworker, 13 May 1933, 24 June 1933; "Co-operation In
Action," United Steelworker, 3 June 1933; "Last Word of
Advice to Workers," United Steelworker, 19 August 1933,
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financial problems. When the paper resumed publication in

June 1934 as the Steelworker, it took a line much more

thoroughly supportive of the Communists and the USSR, and
attacked the CCF and the co-operative movement as "Blind
Alley Crusaders."4l This change was symbolized by the
change in quotations below the masthead. The United

Steelworker had a quote from Shelley: "Arise like 1lions

after slumber, in unvanquishable numbers; Shake the chains
off like dew, which in sleep have fallen on you: You are

many they are few." The Steelworker adopted Marx’'s

"Workers of the world unite! You have nothing to lose but
your chains, you have a world to gain!" Another indication
of the closeness of editor M.A. MacKenzie to the
communists at this time is that in the fall of 1934 he
visited the Soviet Union as part of a CP organized
"Workers Delegation."42 The paper’s line of close support
for the Communist Party continued until the late 1930s,
when it underwent a few changes. The colorful and
flamboyant MacKenzie, however, never became a party
member, and the paper was never a disciplined party
"organ." In style it was rather like a sensational

tabloid, crusading on local issues, and coining insulting

4lpor examples see "The Ruling Working Class,"
Steelworker, 16 June 1934; "A Blind Alley Crusade,"
Steelworker, 28 July 1934; "A Blind Alley Crusader,"
Steelworker, 11 August 1934.

42steelworker; 6 October, 29 December 1934,
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nicknames for opponents. The rival paper, the Post-Record,
was usually referred to as the "Boast-Braggart," while the
RCMP were called the "Scarlet Riders of the Plain People."

The fact that MacKenzie and his paper became strong
supporters of the CP was symptomatic of the mood of the
times in Cape Breton. When the newly formed CCF made its
first efforts to win adherents in the area, it made little
headway against the extreme criticism directed at its
reformist policies by local communists. The split in the
miners’ union between the UMW and the AMW was at its
height, and the main support the CCF got at this time in
Cape Breton was from a few UMW right-wingers. The CCF was
formally established, with a provisional leadership and
program, at the Calgary conference in August 1932. In
November two labour Members of Parliament from the West,
Angus Maclnnis and E.C. Garland, spoke at a meeting in
Glace Bay promoting the new party. They were severely
heckled by a group of local communists and the meeting
ended in a shouting match between MacInnis and J.B.
McLachlan.43 However, in February 1933 a Glace Bay Labour
Club was formed and voted to affiliate to the CCF.44 This
was a small organization dominated by those close to the

rump UMW district officers; Silby Barrett was its

43vyisiting Labor M.P. is Badly Heckled at Meeting
Here," Glace Bay Gazette, 24 November 1932.

44 Glace Bay Gazette, 25 February 1933.
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president, and "Sandy" MacKay, District 26 Secretary-
Treasurer, was on its executive board. A letter was
written to CCF leader J. S. Woodsworth informing him of
the new CCF club in Glace Bay and inviting him to come and
speak in the area.43 This response to the CCF from the
leaders of the right wing of the divided union movement
was surely motivated by their anxiety to find a political
force to counter the Communist Party in local labour

politics. J. B. McLachlan, writing in the Nova Scotia

Miner, certainly thought so. He denounced the CCF,
claiming its affiliated United Farmers government in
Alberta was worse in its attacks on workers than were the
Grits or Tories. He then assured "CCF High Priest
Woodsworth" that the "gang in Glace Bay" were suitable
material for the new party:

They are as fine a bunch as ever diddled a cushy

job out of the workers, or usurped their funds,

or burned workers’ papers, or jailed their

leaders, or any of the other distinguishing

features of good C.C.F. leaders. In building up

the bosses” third party in Canada they ought to

appear, if not useful, at least ornamental. They

have considerable practice in swindling the

working class and can belly crawl to the master
better than most.46

In June 1933, when Woodsworth came to Glace Bay as part of
a tour of Eastern Canada, he had a large and successful

meeting, but he faced verbal attacks from McLachlan and

453. H. Jamieson to J._ S.- Woedsworth, 23 February’

1933, cgp_»g_apers-rmc'zs’I”v'i', Vol. 26, NAC.

46Nova Scotia Miner, 25 February 1933.
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other radicals.47 One Glace Bay miner who was 14 years old
at the time later remembered being coached before the
meeting to ask Woodsworth if the CCF would be similar in
policy to the British Labour Party. When Woodsworth agreed
that it would be, McLachlan and others spoke up denouncing
Labour Party policies and declaring leaders like Prime
Minister Ramsay MacDonald were betrayers of the working
class.48

Shortly after Woodsworth’s visit a CCF candidate came
forward in Glace Bay for the provincial election held that
year.42 Donald O. "Dawn" Fraser, better remembered as a
labour poet than as a politician, did badly in the
contest, getting 297 votes compared to the 1734 given J.
B. McLachlan, who ran as a "United Front" candidate.50
McLachlan’s campaign had a very "left" style, declaring
that the Liberal, Conservative, and the new CCF parties
all represented the capitalist class, and only the

election of J.B. McLachlan could give the workers of Glace

47Glace Bay Gazette, 15 June 1933.

481nterview with Nelson Beaton, Glace Bay, 12 April 1986.

49This was the election in which the Liberals under
Angus L. MacDonald swept to power, taking 22 seats out of
30. Glace Bay Gazette, 23 August 1933.

50The full Glace Bay results were Currie {Liberal)-
3626, Cameron (Conservative) - 3622, McLachlan - 1734,
Fraser 297. Glace Bay Gazette, 30 August 1933. These are
corrected results after a recount requested by McLachlan,
who -hoped to-save his- deposit. Glace Bay Gazette, 24
August 1933,
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Bay a voice in the Houge of Assembly. Campaign
advertisements called for class war:

WAR IS DECLARED,

by the working people of Glace Bay in a United

Front against:the closing down of mines, the

sale of workers’ homes, the stealing of public

funds, the starving of workers’ families.5l
Three other labour candidates ran in the Cape Breton area.
A miner named John MacDonald campaigned in Sydney Mines
under the United Front banner.52 In New Waterford Tom
Ling, the local leader of the AMW, ran as an ILP
candidate.?3 1In Sydney, steelworker Dan MacKay was
nominated as an ILP candidate, but after Woodsworth’s
visit adopted the CCF platform and name.54 None of these
candidates did as well as McLachlan.53 Ling and MacKay,
left-wingers who were not communists and who later were to
join the CCF, spoke in support of McLachlan, and opposed

Dawn Fraser, an official CCF nominee.5% M, A. MacKenzie

and his United Steelworker supported Dan MacKay in Sydney

5lglace Bay Gazette, 7 August 1933,

527 third communist or United Front candidate in the
province was Joe Wallace in Halifax. Halifax Herald, 29
July 1933.

53Ling defeated Clarie Gillis of Glace Bay, later .to
become the CCF MP, for the nomination. Glace Bay Gazette,
6 June 1933.

54yunited Steelworker, 29 April, 15 July 1933.

55Ling got 587 vctes, MacDonald 586, and MacKay 1451.
tacEwan; Miners and Steelworkers, p. 174.

5630th Ling and MacKay spoke at meetings in support
of McLachlan. Glace Bay Gazette, 21 August 1933,
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and gave some support to the CCF as a national party, but
supported McLachlan rather than Dawn Fraser.57 At this
point the communists were the most influential force in
local labour politics. Almost all labour men in the area
who were militant in union activities backed the communist
led AMW against the UMW and were prepared to co-operate
with the party in political activities. For example,
Forman Waye of Sydney, former Labour MLA and later to
becwvme a CCFer, spoke in support of McLachlan's
campaign.58 vet it is important to note the limits to this
comnunist political strength. No candidate who appeared
too "Red" could actually win an election, not even
McLachlan in Glace Bay. The candidates in Sydney and New
Waterford avoided any open support for communism, while
personally endorsing McLachlan.

Dawn Fraser, however, attacked McLachlan and the
Communist Party, and was denounced in return.59 Although
Fraser had been nominated by the Glace Bay CCF club which
they had set up, none of the well known UMW leaders seem
to have been active in supporting his ineffectual
campaign. He adopted the rather poor tactic of bringing
religion openly into the political discussion, and wrote

letters to the newspaper arguing that CCF policy exactly

57United Steelworker, 20 May, 19 August 1933.

58Glace Bay Gazette, 21 August 1933.

59Glace Bay Gazette, 9 August 1933.
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fitted Papal encyclicals on labour and other Christian
teachings, which was denied by a number of angry
responses, gquoting Quebec bishops.60 In fact, the
authorities of the Roman Catholic Church in Canada had
come out at this time with statements opposing all forms
of socialism, including the CCF, and Fraser only succeeded
in drawing attention to this fact.®l However, he was right
in discerning that the Church in the Cape Breton area was
moving in a direction that would in the long run help the
CCF politically. In an effort to combat the communist
influence locally in these desperate early years of the
depression, many of the clergy and other Catholic
spokesmen were keen to publicise those Catholic social
teachings that were critical of the failings of
capitalism. Along with denunciations of the communists as
atheists and promoters of violence, frequu.ut explanations

were given of the Papal encyclicals Rerum Novarum and

Quadragesimo Annc, as providing Christian answers to the

sufferings of the working class.62

60Glace Bay Gazette, 21 April 1933; 9 May 1933; 15
May 1933,

61Gregory Baum, Catholics and Canadian Socialism
(Toronto 1980).

62por example the Knights of Columbus sponsored a
gseries of radio broadcasts in 1934 by Rev. Dr. T. O’Reilly
Boyle on these encyclicals. Glace Bay Gazette, 9 March
1534. Another indefatigable Catholic anti-communist
propagandist was Fergus Byrne, "Labour Editor" of the New
Waterford Times, whose articles were often reprinted in
the Glace Bay Gazette. See, for example, "Orderly Reform

- — ——————— e
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The most important form of Catholic social action in

the area was the Antigonish Co-operative Movement led by
priests from the St. Francis Xavier University Extension
Department, in particular Moses Coady and J.J. Tompkins.
This movement had begun promoting producer co-operatives
among fishermen in eastern Nova Scotia. In August 1932 an
office was opened in Glace Bay to develop a programme of
adult education and the building of credit unions and
consumer co-operatives.63 fThis expansion into industrial
Cape Breton represented an effort to counteract the spread
of communism among the miners.%4 In early 1932, at the
annual Catholic Rural and Industrial Life Conference held
in Sydney and sponsored by the Archdiocese of Antigonish,
Alex 8. MaclIntyre gave an influential speech on the
alarming spread of communism among the workers and the
Church’s weak response.®5 MacIntyre, an ex-communist and
the UMW Vice-President in the deposed 1923 executive,
became the co-~operative movement’s chief organizer in Cape

Breton. Great emphasis was laid on the transforming power

of Chaos," Glace Bay Gazette, 9 January 1933.

63Glace Bay Gazette, 19 August 1932.

64ror an opposing view on the role of the Antigonish
movement see Daniel W. MacInnis, "Clerics, Fishermen,
Farmers and Workers: The Antigonish Movement and Identity
in Eastern Nova Scotia, 1928-1939." Ph.D. Thesis, McMaster
University, 1978.

65Gregory Baum, "Social Catholicism in Nova Scotia"
in Peter Slater, ed., Religion and Culture in Canada
(Waterloo 1977).
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of education through study meetings:
Mass meetings were held at which the value of
education and the possibilities of eccnomic and
social improvement were set forth. The consumer
co-operative movement, in particular, was
emphasized. It was difficult to get a hearing.
Large numbers of the industrial workers had been
flirting with left-wing theories and in some
cases they were beginning to be pronounced
revolutionaries. The Communist propaganda was
doing its work ... It was hard to hold an

audience with a programme that called for
evolutionary and constitutional methods.66

However, while the central motivation for the Antigonish
Movement ‘s concentration on Cape Breton at this time was
the wish to defeat communist influence, its co-operative
message, while directly contradicting ideas of class
struggle and opposing all violence and illegality, was
based on a radical sounding critique of capitalism. The
evils of capitalism could be overcome when the workers
became "masters of their own destiny" through their power
as consumers.®7 1Inp cpposing communism, therefore, this
movement did not promote ideas of a directly conservative
or reactionary nature. Its message to the people made an
appeal to much the same frustrations, fears, and alienated
outlocok that the communists drew upon. There were
millennial aspects to both the communism and the co-
operative movement of this period, each speaking of an

imminent and fundamental transformation of the life of the

66Ccoady, Masters Of Their Own Destiny, p. 56.

673¢e M.M.Coady, Masters of Their Own Destiny (New
York, 1939).
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people and the creation of a new and better society. The
proletarian revolution, however, was to involve a
protracted, bitter, and inevitably violent struggle with
dying capitalism; whereas the co-operative movement
promised adherents an easier and more rapid change to the
new Jerusalem. Both communists and co-operators pointed to
the failures and the injustice of capitalism and called on
the workers themselves to take action to transform
society. But whereas communism called on the workers to
confront the capitalist system with "clenched fists" to
"demand a living," the co-operative movement seemed to
offer a peaceful, non-confrontatiocnal "middle way," the
co-operative path to the peaceful transformation of
society.

The Antigonish Movement always claimed it was
strictly neutral in politics or union affairs, and it
never endorsed the CCF. In the early years it could not
have done so without defying the Catholic hierarchy’s
pronouncements against socialism. But a movement of this
type, having the sanction of the Church, did gradually
prepare the minds of local Catholic voters, some who would
never have supported communist or radical labour
candidates, to regard the social reformism of the CCF as
within the range of acceptable politics. The CCF, for
example, was to win the majority of votes in the strongly

Catholic New Waterford area in the early war years, a
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district in which the communists always had relatively few
supporters,68 snd many individuals directly involved with
the co-operative movement were eventually to become active
CCFers. The Antigonish Movement was the most effective
ideological counter to the radical theories of the
communists in Cape Breton in the 1930s, but at the same
time this Church-~sanctioned movement made certain forms of
radicalism respectable to Catholic voters.

This religious factor did not help the CCF in its
early years, however, and following the 1933 election no
CCF organization appears to have survived in the Cape
Breton area.b9 In the federal election of 1935 Cape Breton
South constituency had a four-party race, but no CCF
candidate. Aside from the Liberal and Conservative
candidates, McLachlan ran openly as a Communist Party
candidate, while D.W. Morrison, the UMW district
president, ran for the Reconstruction Party with the
support of the right-wing in the union movement. Both Dawn
Fraser, the former CCF candidate, and Clarie Gillis, who
was to win for the CCF in 1940, spoke for Morrison and

Reconstruction. 70

68McLachlan only got 403 votes in New Waterford in
1935; Hartigan (Liberal) got 2836, MacDonald
(Conservative) got 634, and D.W. Morrison (Reconstruction)
got 674. Glace Bay Gazette, 15 October 1935.

69gee J.J. Holmes, Sydney, N.S., to J.S. Woodsworth,
7 Pebruary 1934, CCF Papers, MG28 IV1i, Vol. 26, NAC,.

70Glace Bay Gazette, 19 August, 5 October 1933.

ey
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This 1935 election; in which McLachlan ran openly as
a Communist candidate, provides the most dramatic evidence
of support for radical politics in Glace Bay. McLachlan’s
election appeal read:
Miners and steelworkers of Cape Breton,
Communism is our hope for the future. Surely we
have had plenty of capitalism. A few Communists
in the gashouse at Ottawa cannot inaugurate a
new system, but if there are any concessions to
be wrung from this dying capitalism that can be

of use to our class, they could at least ensure
these.71

In the full constituency which included Sydney and New
Waterford as well as Glace Bay the results were: Hartigan
(Liberal) 10,409; MacDonald (Conservative) 7,335:
McLachlan (Communist) 5,365; Morrison (Reconstruction)
5,008. McLachlan’s third place result was better than any
labour candidate had achieved since his campaign in 1921.
In Glace Bay, with 28.1 per cent of the vote, he came a
close second to the winning Liberal, who received 29.6 per
cent.72 The size of the Communist vote horrified the local
middle class, and for weeks following the election the

Glace Bay Gazette published the full texts of anti-

communist sermons in the town’s churches.73 The winning

7lNova Scotia Miner, 27 April 1935.

72Glace Bay Gazette, 15 October 1935, William White,
"Left Wing Politics and Community: A Study of Glace Bay
1930-1540," M.A. thesis, Dalhousie University, 1978,
breaks down the vote showing that McLachlan had
substantial majorities in working-class wards in Glace Bay.

73Glace Bay Gazette, 21 October, 4, 11, 18, 25
November 1935.
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candidate himself, Dr. Hartigan, used most of the space in
his open letter thanking voters in an explanation that the
communist vote was really unintentional on the part of
those who cast those ballots. Part of this letter reads:

To those who say that there was a large
Communist vote polled in Cape Breton South I
wish to state that such was not the case. That
vote was polled by people who for years thought
they were voting for something constructive, and
had their hopes dashed to the ground: then born
of pessimism and the depression they sought to

register a PROTEST. I repeat there are very few
Communists in Cape Breton.74

Dr. Hartigan’s view has been echoed in some of the most
widely distributed writings on Cape Breton labour in this
period. Paul MacEwan, for example, writes: "The people
supporting him [McLachlan] were not communists, but simply
McLachlan’s personal following.“75 John Mellor is somewhat
more ambiguous, writing of the early depression years that
"It wasn’t difficult to recruit converts to communism,"
but also arguing that in 1935 the assistance of prominent
communists during McLachlan’s election campaign harmed his
prospects.
The Communist Party of Canada sent its
heavyweights into Cape Breaton to campaign for
McLachlan, but he did not welcome their
assistance. By now he had lost all faith in the
party leaders although he still remained a true
devotee of the communist philosophy. Annie
Buller, Sam Scarlett, "Moscow" Jack MacDonald

and Joe Wallace added their vociferous support
to McLachlan’s campaign, but support from such

74Glace Bay Gazette, 19 October 1935.

75MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, p. 186
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well-known radicals served only to repulse a
great many McLachlan supporters. There are many
in Cape Breton today who stoutly maintain that
the invasion of communists during the election
campaign was intended as a subtle means of
making sure McLachlan was not elected. Many more
remain convinced that if McLachlan had run as a

Labour candidate instead of as a Communist, he
would undoubtedly have won.75

Sam Scarlett was not in Cape Breton in 1935, Jack
MacDonald left the CP in 1938, and MclUachlan was full of
praise for Annie Buller's work as his campaign manager,
and the suggestion that the CP leadership deliberately
aimed to hurt McLachlan's campaign in this way is
ridiculous. However, the point that McLachlan might have
won had he been a moderate labour candidate rather than a
communist 1is plausible enough. In a recent article David
Frank notes that the combined vote received by McLachlan
and D.W. Morrison in this election is close to the winning
vote Clarie Gillis was to receive in 1946.77 But what
should be understood i1s that it was McLachlan and his
loccal followers who were taking a "left" line at this
time, not the central CP leadership, who had already
started to shift towards the "Popular Front" policy. At a
party plenum held in Toronto the month following the

election, McLachlan was the subject of some criticism for

76Mellor, The Company Store, p. 324, p. 335.

77pavid Frank, "Working Class Politics: The Elections
of J.B. McLachlan, 1915-1935," in Kenneth Donovan, ed.,
The Island: New Perspectives on Cape Breton History, 1713-
1998 |(Sydney, forthcoming 199%4).
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not seeking unity with the CCF during the election. He
responded:

When Comrade B. [Annie Buller] came down she had

a meeting of the active workers in the election,

and ... she was going to send a letter to the

CCF for the united front, and the secretary of

the CCF who was there said: "Wny do that, the

whole three of us are here now." We had the CCF.

In fact there is no CCF down there but that one

young fellow who was still in the CCF, but who

after the election came 1into the party.78
The political situation in Cape Breton labour politics,
however, was on the verge of transformation by this new CP
policy of the "united front."

But before considering the changes in CP strategy in
the mid-thirties, it 1s necessary to have a detailed look
at the coal miners' unicon movement, the most important
area of radical political influence during the "left"
period 1in Cape Breton. It was in Canadian unions, above
all, that the communists concentrated their efforts and
had their most dramatic i1mpact, and few gcoups of workers

in the country responded as eagerly as Cape Breton miners

to the communist appeal.

78Towards a Canadian Peoples Front. Reports and
Speeches at the Ninth Plenum of the Central Committee,
Communist Party of Canada |Toronto, 1935).




Chapter Two
The Communist Party and the Coal Miners, 193¢ - 1936

The fierce union battles conducted by coal miners and
their potential for radicalism made them prominent in the
strategies of the Communist Parties in both Canada and the
United States in the 1928s and 193¢0s. Most miners were
members or potential members of an industrial union, and
at many times and places coal miners proved ready to
listen to the class struggle message of the communists.
Communist activists among the miners of both Canada and
the United States, however, became frustrated in their
afforts to work within Ethe dominant miners' union, the
United Mine Workers of America. During the 1928s UMW
International President John L. Lewis earned a reputation
as the most right wing of major American Federation of
Labor IAFL) leaders and the friend of capitalists and
Republican politicians. In consolidating his dictatorial
control over the union, one of his early weapons was a
fiercely anti-communist policy, and the UMW constitution
was amended so that membership in the Communist Party
became grounds for expulsion. This is one of the reasons
why the UMW under John L. Lewis's leadership became noted
for its lack of internal democracy. The union also
steadily lost membership throughout the 192@s; in many
American coalfields the union was completely destroyed by

employer offensives. The decline in the coal industry as

66



67
other socurces of energy grew in importance found the UMW
unable to resist effectively the drastic £fall in the
miners” standard of living. Lewis’s strategy centred on
attempts to reach national agreements with the coal
operators and Republican administrations to rationalize
the chaotic American coal industry. However, through the
1920s and the beginning years of the depression, UMW calls
for action along these lines were ignored, and the coal
owners and the government paid less and less attention to

the union as its power declined.l

Communists therefore saw the UMW as weak, even dying,
as well as being a notoriously undemocratic and corrupt
union, a right wing organization claiming union jurisdic-
tion over miners, workers with an unequalled history of
militancy. Many prominent radical leaders were expelled
from the union in the early 1920s when the UMW declared
communists ineligible for union membership. J. B.
McLachlan was the best known Canadian example, but there
were many others in both countries driven out of the
union. In response, communists in the United States at
first supported the "Save the Union" movement that opposed
John L. Lewis in the UMW, and then from 1928 to 1933

worked to build up a rival union, the National Miners’

lMelvyn Dubofsky and Warren VanTyne, John L.Lewis, A
Biography (New York 1977).
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Union.2 In Alberta, the coal minurs had given widespread
support to the One Big Union (OBU) in 1919, but had been
forced to return to the UMW by blacklists and pressure
from the government and coal companies. Working within AFL
unions such as the UMW was encouraged by the newly formed
Canadian Communist Party in the early 1920s, but militant
miners in the western coal fields regarded the UMW as
little better than a company union. By 1925 UMW control
over its District 18 (Alverta) had collapsed, and
communists fr't they had to support the formation of the
Mine Workers Union of Canada (MWUC).3
The creation of rivals to existing unions was
unacceptable policy for the CP, supposedly, until the
cnange to the "Third Period" strategy in 1929. Communist
support for the break from the UMW in Alberta in 1925
provides evidence that the division of communist trade
union policies into sharply defined periods is sometimes
overemphasized. In the U.S., James Prickett points out
that communists broke with unions of clothing workers as
well as miners before 1929. Further he argues that there
were good reasons for the split with these unions. Among
both needle workers and coal miners the communists had

substantial followings, yet communist leaders had been

2Theodore Draper, "Communists and Miners 1928-1933,"
Dissent 19 (Spring 1972), pp. 371-92.

3allen Seager, "The Mine Workers Union of Canada."
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undemocratically expelled from the unions.4
In most accounts the CP policy in UMW District 26, in
ccntrast to District 18, conformed closely to the accepted
periodization of communist history. Ian Angus, for
example, declares that the party urged miners to remain in
the UMW up to 1929 in District 26, and then made a sudden
change to a policy of breaking with the internetional
union.3 The official Communist Party history, Canada’s

Party of Socialism, claims the party combatted all

secessionist tendencies within AFL affiliates in Canada in
the 1920s, with the single exception of giving support to
the MWUC in Alberta to prevent further splintering of
District 18. "In the case of District 26, Communists
successfully persuaded the coal miners not to pull out of

the United Mine Workers of America."® This interpretation

4prickett, "Communists and the Communist Issue in the
American Labor Movement."

5Angus, Canadian Bolsheviks, p. 280. Angus puts this
forward as the prime example of the abrupt sectarian
change of CP policy in 1929. Paul MacEwan in Miners and
Steelworkers follows Wade, History in the erroneous claim
that the communists opposed a break with the UMW even in 1932.

6Canada’s Party of Socialism, p. 37. The treatment
in this history of the party’'s role in the coal unions in
the 1920s and 1930s is cursory and inaccurate. Tt
certainly does not reflect the attention paid by the party
to both Districts 18 and 26 during those decades, a period
in which there were no other industrial unions in Canada
to compare with the miners’ unions in size and militancy.
On policy in the 1930s, Canada’s Party of Socialism (p.
85) states disingenuously: "The WUL set itself the goal of
recruiting independent unions into its ranks. When the
LWIUC [Lumber Workers Industrial Union of Canada] and the
MWUC broke with the reformist ACCL in 1930, they decided
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of the party’s strategy for District 26 demands
modification.

The long history of contention between left and right
in the UMW Nova Scotia worked against any easy imposition
of control by the international leadership, and during
many periods the left had the majority support. However,
John L. Lewis always had a local faction willing to follow
his leadership, even when he deposed the popular district
leadership in 1923. Nevertheless, from 1923 to 1925, J.B.
McLachlan and the CP, although harshly critical of Lewis
and the District 26 leaders he appointed, did oppose
attempts by the One Big Union to take the miners out of
the UMW.7 The CP opposition to the split, however, seems
more strongly motivated by the party’s hostility to the
OBU than by the principle of unity within the UMW.
McLachlan was later to argue that the communists
themselves should have led a breakaway at that time. The
miners were ready then, he claimed, and hence lost
confidence in the Communist Party when it urged remaining

in the UMW. In this the Canadian party followed the advice

to affiliate with the WUL." No mention is made of the
hard work communists performed to get the MWUC to break
with the ACCL, nor is any mention at all made of the AMW
or the situation in District 26 during those years.

Twade, History. McLachlan himself was courted by the
OBU, which aroused some suspicions concerning what he
would do. See Tim Buck letter to J. B. McLachlan and Alex.
A. MacKav, 24 April 1925, MG28 IV4, Vol. 8, File 6; and
McLachlan letter to Buck, 26 May 1925, MG28 1Iv4, M 7376,
CPC Papers, NAC.
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of American communist leader William Z. Foster, who argued
that District 26 miners should stay in the UMW to join the
struggles in the U.S. against the John L. Lewis regime.8

Once the break from the UMW took place in Alberta, it
became the aim of the CP to work for the unification of
all Canadian cocal miners in the MWUC. By August 1925 Tim
Buck was writing to MclLachlan that "everything points to
the consolidation of our forces in the M.W.U. of Canada"
and arguing that McLachlan should consider taking national
office in a united miners’ union.?9 But 1925 was of course
the year of the big strike in Nova Scotia, no time to make
any move to split the ranks of the miners’ union. However,
it was surely during this time, with the miners showing
their militancy in both the East and West, that the vision
first emerged of a great industrial union, 50,000 or
60,000 strong, embracing all coal and metal miners and
alsc oil and smelter workers in Canada. This became the
constant long-term policy of the Canadian Communist Party
from roughly 1926 until 1935,10

During 1926, 1927, and 1928, the three years

8par.y Plenum, 7 February 1931, MG28 Iv4, M7381, CRC
Papers, NAC.

9Buck to McLachlan, 13 August 1925, MG28 IV4, Vol.
51, File 73, NAC.

l0see, for example, Politburo Minutes, 24 BAugust
1931, MG 28 1IV4, Vol. 6, File 9, CPC Papers, NAC; Minutes
of National Miners Convention, 30 June 1934, Reel 13, UMWA
Papers, PANS,
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preceding the "Third Period," only tactical considerations
prevented the CPC from leading a breakaway from the UMW in
District 26. The relative demcralization of the Cape
Breton miners in these years was one problem. Another
difficulty the party recognized early was the great
strength the UMW had in the Nova Scotia district through
the check—-off of union dues, a privilege haridly any other
unions enjoyed at this time. In 1927 the party was partly
instrumental in having the Westville miners, the one
section of Nova Scotian miners who had left the UMW, join
the MWUC. Tim Buck hoped that this might provide an
opening wedge for winning the DPistrict 26 miners away from
the UMW. Buck wrote to a Westville miner that there were
hopes of eventually uniting all Canadian miners in both
coal and metal mines in the MWUC, but cited the UMW check-
off in Nova Scotia as a major stumbling block.ll Little
progress was made in 1927 in overthrowing the UMW, but in
the following year CP organizer Joe Gilbert was sent to
the area to make another attempt. A "Progressive Miners
Committee of Nova Scotia" was formed to work for a split

with the UMW, but this action only resulted in the

llgarry B. Rudolph, Westville, to Tim Buck, 8 July
1927, Buck to Rudolph, 15 July 1927, Buck to John Stokaluk
(the communist vice-president of MWUC), 15 July 1927, Buck
to F. Wheatley, MWUC president, 15 July 1927, H. Campbell,
Glace Bay, to Buck, 1 August 1927, MG28 IV4, Vol. 51, File
77, CPC Papers, NAC.
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expulsion and blacklisting of two militants.l2
In 1929, on the urging of the Red International of
Labour Unions(RILU) the Canadian party formed a
"revolutionary" trade union centre, the Workers’ Unity
League (WUL).l3 1In the miners’ union movement, this meant
communists henceforth would work to change the affiliation
of the MWUC from the ACCL to the WUL. There was nothing
new in 1929 about CP efforts to destroy the UMW in
District 26. Far from being forced reluctantly to adopt a
new policy of dual-~unionism, communist activists among the
coal miners had been working for several years for a break
with the UMW. The new emphasis on "revolutionary"
unionism, however, led to some "leftist" er+rors in the
style of union work at this time, according to the party’s
later judgement. In late 1929, just as the WUL was being
launched, Harvey Murphy was sent to Alberta and Jim Barker
to Cape Breton to get things moving. Both were later to be
criticized severely for their errors; but it seems

probable that the policies they followed were at least

l127he radicals’ only consolation was that at that
year’s UMW district convention, despite the presence of
international vice-president Philip Murray, the delegates
voted to reinstate the two expelled men, John Miller and
Mickey F. McNeil. Manley, "Workers Unity League", 73-76;
Wade, History: letters Joseph Gilbert to Annie Buller, 5
June 1928, W. Sydney to Buller, 25 June 1928, MG 28 IV4, M
7378, CPC Papers, NAC.

13yndated RILU letter to Central Committee of the C P
of Canada, received November 1929, MG28 Iv4, Vol. 11, File
29, CPC Papers, NAC.



74
generally approved by WUL secretary Tom McEwen and by Buck
and other leaders.l4

The renewed effort under Barker’s guidance to overthrow
the UMW in Nova Scotia met quick defeat in 1929-30, but
perhaps helped to prepare the way for the much more
successful party activities a few years later. An
important step was the establishment of a newspaper aimed
at the miners. The radical paper of the early 1920s, the

Maritime Labour Herald, had been destroyed in 1925, its

premises burned twice. In December 1929 the first edition

of a new paper, The Nova Scotia Miner, was printed in

Glace Bay, declaring itself the "organ of District 26 Left
Wing Committee." Worked into the masthead, on either side
of the emblem of a crossed pick and shovel, was the slogan
"Workers of the world unite, you have nothing to lose but
your chains."15 Even without this slogan it would have
been immediately clear to anyone in Glace Bay that this
was a communist newspaper because its editor was J.B.
McLachlan. Yet it would also have been understood that it
represented a substantial grouping of left-wing miners. In
that time and place the close alliance of militant
unionism and communism was assumed. Although the paper had

been set up largely at the prompting of the Communist

l4party Plenum, 7 February 1931, MG28 Iv4, M 7380-
7381, CPC Papers, NAC.

15Nova Scotia Miner, 14 December 1929,

g
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Party, the funding at its beginning came apparently
exclusively from contributions by the miners, and
thereafter by sales.l® Within a few weeks a circulation cf
3000 was claimed.l?

From its inception the Miner attacked the UMW and
called for the creation of a new union, in articles such
as: "Time For A New Union," "Lewis Steals Funds While
Miners Starve," "Corrupt Officials of the Past What of the
Present?"18 When the 1930 contract with Dosco was
announced, it included only a small increase of three
percent for the datal men and nothing for the contract

miners. The Nova Scotia Miner immediately published a call

for a district convention to get up a new union, and Tom
McEwen, the secretary of the newly formed Workers Unity
League, made a special journey to Nova Scotia to attend
the convention.l9 The District 26 executive forbade atten-—
dance at this "outlaw" convention, and struggles took
place in UMW locals all over the district on the question
of whether to send representatives. The left was defeated

in mest locals and few elected official delegations.

16an "Honour Roll" listing contributors was printed
in the first issue. Nova Scotia Miner, 14 December 1929.

17Murdoch Clarke, Circular letter to left wing
contacts, 28 February 1930, Communist Party Papers, MG IV
- 4, M 7376, Public Archives of Canada.

18Nova Scotia Miner, 11 January 1930; 18 January
1930; 25 January 1930.

19Nova Scotia Miner, 1 March 1930.
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Nevertheless, under the leadership of the communists, the
convention pushed ahead to form the Mineworkers Industrial
Union of Nova Scotia (MWIU).20 oOn the charge of promoting
a dual union, the six miners who had signed the call for
the "outlaw" convention were expelled from the UMl and
blacklisted by the coal company.2l Though The Miner tried
t.0 present the new union as representative of a large
proportion of the miners of the district, the MWIU won
little support and soon ceased to exist, its officers
remaining on the blacklist.22 Murdoch Clarke, the young
secretary of the MWIU, was sent by the party to the Lenin
School in the Soviet Union and then was active for some
years in the communist movement and the MWUC in Alberta,
before returning to Glace Bay in the late 1930s.23 Rankin
MacDonald, MWIU president, became a principal leader of
the Glace Bay organizatiocns of the unemployed.
There was no disguising the fact that this effort of
communists and militants to oust rthe UMW in Nova Scotia
had been a total failure. The miners were not yet ready

for such drastic action. The left militants were 1in

20Minutes of Coanvention, Sydney N.S., 15 March 1930,
UMWA Papers, PANS.

2lwade, History.

22Nova Scotia Miner, 22 March 1930.

23Interview with Murdoch Clarke, Glace Bay, 11 April
198€; Cha.les Allen Seager, "A Proletariat in Wild Rose
Country: The Alberta Ccal Miners, 1905-1945," PhL.D.
thesis, University of Toronto, 1981, 446, 4EL5.
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disarray following this setback. J.B. McLachlan and
Communist Party organizer Jim Barker quarreled bitterly,
and McLachlan resigned as editor of the Miner and refused
to run as a candidate in the 1930 Federal Election.24 The

Party tried to keep the Nova Scotia Miner in operation,

Tim Buck writing to Barker that the paper "must come out
... 1t constitutes the greatest single factor in the
struggle in Cape Breton today."25 By June 1930, however,
the Miner’s circulation had fallen to under a thousand,
and there was no money to carry on.2% In the UMW district
elections the left made no gains; D.W. Morrison and his
right-wing colleagues were returned to office with little
apparent difficulty. But the left was still in existence,
and it appears that both local radicals and the Communist
Party centre in Toronto learned lessons from the MWIU
fiasco and similar failures elsewhere in 1930, and engaged
in considerable internal criticism of the tactics used.Z27

In the future the party determined that its tactics would

24parker telegram to Ewan, 26 May 1930, MG28 IV4, M
7376, Party Plenum, 7 February 1931, MG28 Iv4, M7380-7381,
CPC Papers, NAC.

25Buck to Barker, 17 April 1930, Communist Party
Papers, MG IV-4, M7376, Public Archives of Canada.

26Party Plenum, 7 February 1331, Communist Party
Papers, MG IV - 4, M7380, M 7381, Public Archives of Canada.

27party Plenum, 7 February 1931, MG28 IV4, M7330-
7381, CPC Papers, NAC. John Manley also argues this point
in "Red Unionism in Cape Breton", unpublished paper, n.d.,
Dalhousie University, and in his thesis, "Workers Unity League."
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be guided more by those with a firm knowledge of local
conditions, and the party itself would not attempt to take
such an open and prominent role in union affairs. Another
embarrassment for the communists in the MWIU episode had
been that the party appeared to have contradictory
policies in Alberta and Nova Scotia. In Alberta the MWUC
was torn between ACCL loyalists and the communist led
faction who wanted to affiliate with the WUL. In the one
MWUC branch in Nova Scotia at Westville, however, those
loyal to ACCL President Mosher were dominant. Therefore
the Cape Breton communists at the time of the MWIU
convention opposed any talk of joining the MWUC.28 Later
in 1930 the MWUC in Alberta renounced its affiliation to
the ACCL and in 1931 officially joined the WUL. The
openly-expressed aim of the communists thereafter was to
unite coal miners in the east and west in the MWUC, with
the eventual aim of a united national metal and coal
miners union.

These aims were expressed in a remarkable politburo

resolution on party work in Nova Scotia written sometime

28Minutes of Convention, Sydney N.S., 15 March 1930,
UMWA Papers, PANS. Westville MWUC delegates, mainly loyal
to the ACCL, attended the MWIU of NS convention calling
for the Cape Bretoners to join the MWUC. The communists
rejected this and put through a decision to affiliate with
the WUL.
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in late 1931.29 7This document is extraordinary for its
combination of careful planning based on intimate local
knowledge and its flexibility in tactical matters. Much of
the plan of action depended on building up the pit
committees in each mine, which were to lead the fight on
all local grievances, while building support for the
district-wide struggle against the UMW. When, as was
anticipated, "the company will demand another reduction"
and "the District Board of the UMWA will recommend its
acceptance;" "the miners will resent this and will fight
against it." The party must "make sure they will have
leadership” so that the fight against the check~off and
the break with the UMW could succeed. Efforts were also to
be made to involve the Westville miners, since there was a
danger they might split off from the MWUC and be reformed
as an independent local chartered by the ACCL.30 But, the
resolution emphasized, "flexibility should be practiced"

with regard to the affiliation with the MWUC and WUL and

——

29Resolution of Pol Bureau CPC on Party Work ia
District No. 1 (Nova Scotia), n.d., MG28 IV4, Vol. 6, File
9, CPC Papers, NAC. The document mentions an event
occurring in September 1931 and refers to the ending of
the losco/UMW contract on 31 December as a forthcoming event.

30Phis is in fact what happened. The Westville men
never rejoined the other miners in the district. They
remained in a local directly chartered by ACCL until the
ACCL merged with the CIO unions to form the Canadian
Congress of Labour (CCL) in 1940, and even then refused to
rejoin the UMW, insisting on having an independent local
directly chartered by the CCL and, after 1956, by the
Canadian Labour Congress (CLC).
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the name of the new union, since the miners showed a
preference for "the old name of the ‘Amalgamated Miners of
Nova Scotia’." If necessary "the miners should be deferred
to." "Both the suitable name and the affiliation can be
attended to after the change provides the better
conditions for their attainment." These plans, and the
deference to local sentiment, appear to reflect closely
the line taken by J. B. MclLachlan regarding the mistakes
of 1930.31
The emphasis placed on the pit committees was to bear
much fruit in the months to follow. The radicals took the
initiative in most of the locals of the union,
particularly in the Glace Bay sub-district,; and won the
support of a majority of the rank and file. This strong
leadership at the local union level was to lead to the
majority support the new breakaway union received, It also
was to influence greatly the nature of the union that was
formed, with its extreme tendency towards decentralization
and local autonomy. These were characteristics that were
to be both a strength of the AMW in building a militant
base and a weakness in inhibiting united action and
consistency of policy.

The Nova Scotia Miner resumed publication in July 193.

under McLachlan’s edicorship, with it3 condemnation of

3lparty Plenum, February 1931, MG28 IV4, M 7380-
7381, CPC Papers, NAC.
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John L. Lewis and the International as strong as ever. New
grounds, even stronger than expected, for a condemnation
of the district officers soon appeared. The UMW district
convention in 1931 called for wage increases and improved
working conditions, but the district officers felt these
demands were unrealistic, and entered negotiations with a
proposal to renew the 1930- 1931 contract without change.
H.J. Kelley, the General Manager of Dosco, rejected the
UMW proposals out of hand, and demanded a 10 per cent cut
in wages for the datal men, a 14.2 per ceat cut for
loaders, and cuts averaging 12.5 per cent £for contract
miners; and worse was to come. Dosco revealed plans which
sent waves of shock through the mining communities- a
programme of mine closures. The corporation had worked out
a strategy for weathering the depression that involved
cutting back its operations in both steel and coal
production and reducing labour costs through layoffs and
wage cuts. In the negotiations it revealed a
"reallocation" scheme under which four mines would be
closed. Further, Kelley stated that "there would be no
available work with the company for the men who would be
displaced by the closing of the collieries and the

corporation had nothing to keep them with."32

These plans for mine closures raised an anguished

32¢ade, History. Wade quotes from now unavailable
minutes of the negotiations.
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outcry from all classes of society in the towns affected,
and with the negotiations between the company and the
union at an impasse, the Conservative provincial
government of Col. G.S. Harrington intervened. Under
government pressure Dosco agreed to extend the existing
contract to March 1932 while a commission of inquiry was
held, chaired by Sir Andrew Rae Duncan, who had headed the
major Royal Commission on the Nova Scotia coal industry in
1925-1926. In presenting its brief to the commission,
Dosco claimed both shutdowns and wage reductions were
necessary for it to continue operating on a sound business
footing; and the commissioners were apparently convinced,
for when the commission report was published on 24§
february 1932 it approved all the company's demands for
wage cuts and mine closings.33

The district officers found themselves in a difficult
position. Dosco was inflexible and had the support of the
Duncan Commission's report, yet D.W. Morrison and his
colleagues dared not recommend a strike. They had already
been told by John I.. Lewis that no support money would be
forthcoming from UMW headquarters and, with Dosco planning
to close down mines in any event, a strike seemed to have

little chance of success. The executive also feared "that

331932 Duncan Commission Report, PANS. Dosco planned
to close No.l4 at New Waterford, No.ll in Glace Bay, and
the mines at Florence and Thorburn. Public pressure on the
comnpany caused a change in plans, and only No.l4 was
actually shut down at this time.
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a strike without financial aid from the International
would mean the break-up, the dissolution, c¢f District
26."34 They therefore sent out a recommendation to the
miners to accept the wage cuts, and a pithead referendum
was set for 15 March to vote on the contract. McLachlan in
The Miner thundered: "Kick Fakers Union Out- Tricked,
Betrayed and Sold Out".35 on 12 March Premier Harrington
intervened with a radio announcement of a "million ton"
coal order he claimed to have negotiated with the federal
government of his fellow Conservative, R.B. Bennett.36
Despite this, the miners rejected the agreement in a vote
of 5841 to 4698, the heavy "no" vote in Glace Bay swamping
slight "yes" majorities elsewhere.37
The district executive made no move to call a strike
and ordered the miners to work at the reduced rates,
pending the decisions of a special district convention. At

this stormy convention the officers again recommended

34yade, History. Wade reports a personal conversation
with D.W.Morrison in 1950.

35Nova Scotia Miner, 5 March 1932.

365ydney Post, Glace Bay Gazette, 14 March 1932.
"Harrington s Hoax" was well utilized by the Liberals in

the next year’s election campaign. Glace Bay Gazette, 18
July 1933.

37Glace Bay Gazette, 22 March 1932. This was
characteristic of votes on contracts throughout the 1930s,
even after the reunification of the AMW and UMW. UMW
negotiated contracts were invariably vcoted against by thne
Glace Bay miners, and supported by the Springhill and,
usually, New Waterford men.
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acceptance of the wage cuts, arguing that a strike was
impossible and that the men should put all their energies
into resisting the closing down of mines. These
recommendations were voted down, and the left called for a
referendum vote on "whether we stay in the UMW of A or
revert to a provincial organization."38 This was ruled out
of order by President Morrison, and the convention finally
voted that the executive resume negotiations with the
company on the basis of the wage demands of the 1931
convention. The results of these negotiations were to be
presented to the miners in a new referendum, and if this
was rejected a strike was to be called. There seems to
have been some confusion as to what was being decided, for
the left wingers later bitterly denied the convention gave
the executive a mandate to hold another referendum, and
argued this was Jjust another example of the executive’s
trickery.39 But the officers met with Dosco, received H.J.
Kelley’s refusal to rescind the wage cuts, and announced a
second referendum for 26 May 1932, The ballots on this
occasion made it clear the issue was whether or not to
strike. They read: "Are you in favour of the proposed wage
agreement in preference to a strike?" The results were

5198 in favour of the agreement, 1598 against.40 gqhis

38MacEwar, Miners and Steelworkers, 164.

3%Glace Bay Gazette, 19 September 1932.

4OSydney Post, 27 May 1932.
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looked like a substantial victory for the district
executive. The majority of the miners, although bitterly
resenting the wage cuts, appeared to have accepted the
officers’ pleas that a strike could not succeed. But
underneath this superficial victory, the large scale
revolt agalinst the UMW was beginning. The left was no
longer interested in UMW sponsored referendums; some
important locals were already on their way out of the UMW.

The first rank and file mass actions of this revolt
were the decisions of Phalen and No.ll miners, in pithead
votes, that they would no longer agree to the company
check-off of union dues. The UMW officers barred these
locals from participating in the pithead referendum on the
strike issue, and the Dominion 1B local, in protest,
refused to vote in the referendum.4l The momentum of this
revolt against the UMW grew rapidly in the Glace Bay
sub-district, and in a 18 June meeting of representatives
from Phalen, Reserve, Glace Bay Mechanics, No.ll, Victory
and 1B locals the delegates decided to break with the UMW
and form the Amalgamated Mine Workers of Nova Scotia.42
+he choice of name was significant. This was the name of
the Nova Scotia miners’ union that existed between 1917
and 1919 before the vote to affiliate with the UMW. The

miners acted as if this 1919 decision could now be

4lsydney Post, 3, 27 May, 8 June 1932.

42Wade, History. The vote was 32 to 3.
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reversed by simple majority votes to disaffiliate with the
international. The name selected alsoc bowed tc the rank
and file wish for an independent Nova Scotia union. The
communists had made clear their aim to have the district
join the MWUC, which was affiliated with the WUL. The
previous month President James Sloan of the MWUC had come
from Alberta, and he and MclLachlan had toured the district
addressing meetings.43 There had also been a fierce battle
put up at the April convention to seat a Westville MWUC
delegation.44 Yet the communists were careful not to press
this issue unduly.

These "flexible" communist tactics markedly differed
from those of early 1930 when the MWIU was formed.
Communists were predominate in the leadership of the new
union, but they did not seek to exclude non-communists
from office. All elected leaders were working miners who
had records of opposition to the UMW District and
International executives. Robert Stewart, a fiery Scot,
often rashly ocutspoken, became the AMW’s Secretary-
Treasurer and only full time officer. He was certainly a
party member at this time. The President, John Alex
MacDonald, had been on the UMW District executive during
the 1925 strike, had a militant reputation, and was also a

party member. Tom Ling, the principal AMW leader in New

43Nova Scotia Miner, 14 May 1932.

44gydney Post, 30 April 1932.
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Waterford, was never a party member, but was prepared to
work very closely with the communists through this
period.45 The same seems to have been true of many other
local AMW men. One AMW leader, however, stands out as
having an anti-communist reputation at this time as well
as later. This was Clarie Gillis, later to become a CCF
MP, who was for a time the Vice President of the AMW. His
inclusion in the AMW executive was to cause difficulties
for the more radical leaders, but his presence also
enabled the new union to counter claims that it was
"dominated by Moscow." The communists would most probably
have been able to keep Gillis out of office, if they had
striven to do so, but this would have damaged their
efforts to draw all the miners into the AMW. For similar

reasons the Communist Party and The Nova Scotia Miner did

not play any open, direct role in working out the details
for the new organization. The party relied on its
supporters within the left wing pit committees, and
otherwise showed the wisdom to allow the genuine up-

swelling of rank and file revolt against the international

to take its own course.

45Ling was the Nova Scotian member of the "Workers'
Jury" set up by the Canadian Labour Defence League to
conduct a parallel "trial" when Tim Buck and other
Communist Party leaders were sent to prison in 1931. Nova
Scotia Miner, 28 November 1931. Tom Ling was later Vice
President of District 26 UMW from 1942 to 195@0. John Alex
MacDonald was International Board Member during this same
period.
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The spread of this revolt in the summer of 1932 was
very rapid. Four of the six UMW locals represented at the
founding meeting, 1B, No.ll, Phalen, and Reserve, were
quickly reorganized as AMW branches,46 and a series of
mass meetings be_,an at other locals, leading up to
pit-head votes on the question of joining the AMW or
staying with the UMW. Even before 15 July, when the first
of these referendums was held, at Florence, the size and
enthusiasm displayed at these meetings showed the swell of
favorable sentiment for the new union.47
The UMW officers tried to fight back, themselves
touring locals to defend the international union, and
thumping the anti-communist drum as hard as they could.48
In this they were assisted by the local newspaper, The

Glace Bay Gazette, which editorialized:

J.B. McLachlan in the Nova Scotia Miner paved
the way for the new union by attacking Lewis.
But why is Lewis being "exposed and weakened"?
For no other reason than that he has been
fighting the battle of organized labour against
subversive forces; both inside and outside his
union, who seek contrel not for the purpose of
promoting the interests of the rank and file of
the miners, but for reasons which have little to
do with the interests of genuine labour.49

Such propaganda against the AMW would take its toll over

46R, Stewart, Report to AMW Convention, 19 September
1932, UMWA Papers, PANS.

47Glace Bay Gazette, 15, 20, 23, 27 July 1932.

48Glace Bay Gazette, 27 July 1933.

49Glace Bay Gazette, 1 August 1932,
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the long term, but in the short term nothing seemed able
to prevent the forward surge of the new union. In early
August all the large locals in the Glace Bay and the
Sydney Mines sub-districts voted by substantial majorities
to join the AMW. The new union had less success in the Now
Waterford sub-district. In this predominantly Catholic
area anti-communist attitudes were much more prevalent,
and the AMW was always weaker. But by September 1932 the
AMW could claim successes even in New Waterford, though
controversy surrounded the new union’s victories at both
No.l6 and No.l1l2 locals because of low turnouts in the
pithead votes, and UMW cries of fraud.50 In the mainland
sub-districts AMW organizers John Alex MacDonald and Bob
Stewart won & sweaping victory in Stellarteon, Pictou
County, where the miners voted overwhelmingly to join the
new union;3l put in Springhill they failed to get even a
hearing. There the tight UMW organization was able to
prevent the holding of any meetings.®2 Yet when the AMW
men held their first convention in September 1932 in Glace
Bay, they appeared to be well on the way to taking
complete control of the district.

The radicals had called for a new type of union, a

50New Waterford Times, 10 September 1932; Glace Bay
Gazette, 3, 10, 13 September 1932,

5lglace Bay Gazette, 13, 14 September 1932,

52Glace Bay Gazette, 15 September 1932,
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union that would give control of its affairs to the rank
and file, and that would therefore be much more militant.
It would naturally form part of the workers’ class
struggle. One AMW man explained this as follows in a

letter .o the Glace Bay Gazette:

Our aim is to accept the full product of our
labour. Of course, that will make us "reds",
won’t it, whereas the UMW of A is satisfied with
the exploiters paying us as much as they can
afford out of the product of labour, just as if
it were a divine right for the existence of
exploiters ... One of the aims of AMW is to have
a rank and file union. Of course, this is
unexplainable to men like the District 26
executive.53

Many of the miners were un-ashamedly "red" by this tinme.
The preamble to the AMW constitution called on all workers

to:

... aim at the abolition of the wage system as
their ultimate goal, by taking over the raw
material, the machinery of production, and the
means of distribution and convert same to render
service to all humanity, instead of the present
economic system of production for profits only,
for the non-producing owning class, and the
exploitation of the producing non-owning class.
We firmly believe that the capitalist system can
no more function efficiently, and that we can
expect only intensified exploitation and
unemployment, with all the misery and privations
that follow in its wake until a new system is
ushered in which will economically emancipate
the workers from wage slavery which robs them at
the point of production.54

It has been argued that the AMW was not really a communist

53Letter from Wm. Pilling, Glace Bay Gazette, 22
December 1932.

S4constitution of the AMW, in UMWA Papers, Public
Archives of Nova Scotia (PANS).
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union, since it was "an indigenous movement, with its
roots in the conditions of the times, and the leadership
provided by the miners themselves."55 5o it was, but this
does not mean it was not communist led. The leaders of the
union were miners, but they were miners very much under
the influence of communist ideas, and a leading handful
were party members. If to be a communist union implies
communigt "control," and undemocratic domination over the
affairs of the union by the party, then the AMW does not
fit the stereotype. Yet communists did provide most of the
leadership of the AMW throughout its existence and
retained the enthusiastic support of the membership. The
AMW, in other words, was both "indigenous" and "red."

It is difficult, however, to assess how much of the
AMW's support arose out of miners' acceptance of the
communist ideology of class struggle as opposed to a
desire for district autonomy. The reasons for support
certainly varied greatly in the mining communities, with
the direct influence of political radicalism being
greatest in Glace Bay. The sentiment for independence of
outside control was strong throughout the union, so much
so that the communists were never able to achieve their
aim of affiliating the AMW to the Workers Unity League
(WUL) , even though J. B. McLachlan was the national

president of that organization. Within the AMW itself

55paul MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, p. 174.
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there was vressure for decentralization, for considerable
autonomy of the locals from the district organization, and
the union originated in a strong spirit of rebellion
against the direction of Nova Scotian affairs by the UMWA
international executive. Most of this emphasis on local
control, however, appears to have been motivated by a wish
for the freedom to engage in greater militancy, rather
than representing some abstract form of local patriotism.
And in the conditions prevailing at the time, this union
militancy could not but lead towards political radicalism.
By far the most common description the AMW men gave

of their union was that it was a "rank-and-file" union.
The miners tried to ensure this rank-and-file control in
the constitution adopted at the AMW's first convention.
"Supreme power" was vested in the "referendum vote of the
rank and file of the union," a clause that reflected the
miners' resentment of the occasions when the UMW district
officers had overridden referendum votes. The delegates
also showed a strong suspicion of having professionals or
experts handle union affairs. "Consultation with a lawyer
is to be only in purely criminal or legal cases. In all
union work such as agreements, settlement of grievances or
internal work of the union we shall always rely on the
advice, guidance or counsel of members of our own
organization." Officers were to be elected for one year

terms, were subject to recall, and were to be paid no more
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than a working miner; and of the elected officers, it was
decided that the union could afford to pay only the
Secretary-Treasurer for the time being, others being paid
on the basis of the time lost from work. (Bob Stewart, the
Secretary-Treasurer, was in fact to be the only full time
officer throughout the life of the AMW, and to receive
only a portion of the wages designated for him. A part-

time typist was the AMW’s sote additional employee.)56

There was also almost unanimous agreement that the
check-off for union dues should be abolished. "The
miners," said one delegate, "do not want an organization
maintained by compulsion.” All miners should pay dues, but
shculd do so consciously, deliberately, not tirough
involuntary automatic deductions. A miner from Sydney
Mines said: "Until miners begin to pay dues one hundred
percent over the table, then, and not til then, will there
be unity among the miners."537 The option of collective
withholding of dues was seen as another method of -ensuring
rank-and-file power in the union. All these democratic, or
even ultra-democratic, measures were promoted by the
communist leadership. Opposition to the check-off, for

example, was the policy of the MWUC and other WUL unions

>6constitution of the AMW of NS, UMWA Papers
(Provincial Archives of Nova Scotia).

57Glace Bay Gazette, 21 September 1932.

-
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at this time.58 7phe WUL has been described as tending
towards ultra-democracy and being adventuristically
militant in its first years, but becoming a little more
moderate, its communist leaders more "professional," from
about 1933.5% Unlike some of the new WUL unions, ied by
enthusiastic but inexperienced young communists, the AMA
men were experienced trade unionists. Nevertheless the AMW
also began with organizational policies of extreme
decentralization in the name of democracy, policies that
were later modified. The basic tenet put forward by the
communist trade unionists throughout this period, however,
was that undemocratic union bosses were sure to be class
collaborators, that union democracy and uncompromising
struggle against exploiting employers were intrinsically
bound together. A miners' organization that was a rank-
and-file union would be certain to be a militant fighting
organization.

What now was needed, the AMW men knew, was to make
their union "one hundred percent," to unite all the men in
the pits behind its banner. It was axiomatic to any trade
unionist that the miners needed unity in one organization
to defend their interests against the company, and the AMW

held that since they had won the support of a large

58 N.S.Miner, 12 March 1932. The UMW in District 26
were the only large union in Canada actually to have the
check~off privilege, so the point was mostly academic elsewhere.

59Manley, "Workers Unity League."
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majority, all others, if they had any rz2spect for
democracy, should join them. But the UMW officers had no
intention of surrendering their positions: they defended
their stand on the basis of the UMW constitution, and were
able to hold the loyalty of a substantial minority of the
more moderate miners. The UMW also had other important
strengths. It had the contract with Dosco, it had the
check-off of union dues, and it was only with the UMW that
company officials would agree to negotiate disputes,
grievances or future contracts. AMW appeals to government
to arrange a miners’ referendum were rejected. "You can
hardly expect the government o¢f Nova Scotia.... to select
what labour union a man shall join," wrote Premier
Harrington,%0 adding in another letter that the AMW was
following "McLachlan’s policy, not very successful in the
past, and it would be well for you to cut loose from him
and his propaganda and decline to follow him further."6l

With company officials refusing even to meet with them,
and carrying on affairs as if the UMW represented all the
men, the only option that appeared open to the AMW was a
district strike for recognition, a direct assault on the

combined forces of the UMW, the company &nd the

60Harrington to John A. MacDonald, AMW president, 29
October 1932, printed in Glace Bay Gazette, 1 November 1932.

61Quoted from a letter of Harrington’s to J. A.
MacbDonald, no date given, in Nova S8Scotia Miner, 26
November 1932,
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government. But this was a dreadful prospect. Many in the
movement remembered 1909-1911, when the UMW fought a
strike for recognition against both the company and the
0ld union, the Provincial Workmen’s Association. The
hardships suffered during this losing strike, and the
bitter animosities engendered in the communities by a
strike carried out with a divided union movement, set a
terribl. precedent.

Nevertheless, the AMW had come into being to take
militant acticon to improve the miners’ conditions, and
many <f its radicals pressed for action. In May 1933 an
BMW convention passed a resolution threatening a district
strike unless Dosco recognized the union’s grievance
committees in the various mines within ten days.®2 The
company sent no reply, while UMW officers issued a
statement that UMW miners would be ordered to work in the
event of any strike.®3 The AMW leaders, hcwever, did not
send out strike ballots immediately, as the convention had
instructed.

The reason for this hesitancy appears to have been
the leadership’'s doubts about the rank-and-file wmilitancy
because of divisions that were apparent at the convention.

A resolution to affiliate with the MWUC/WUL was tabled

62Glace Bay Gazette, 1l May 1933,

63Glace Bay Gazette, 16 May 1933,
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without a decision after much heated discussion.®4 There
was also an intense controversy about the obsecrvance of
May Day as a holiday, as the AMW constitution Jdemanded. Cn
May Day, Jjust a few days earlier, most AMW miners had
stayed away from work, and a large rally had been held.
But a few AMW men, along with the UMW men, had insisted on
working, and the mines had been able to hoist some coal.65
Some convention delegates wanted the May Day provision
dropped from the constitution, while others defended it
fiercely. The issue was compromised by leaving the clause
in the constitution, but allowing each local to decide
whether to work the May Day or not.@&6

These divisions at the convention reflected a
submerged disagreement between those who were ready for
militant action and those who were not, now that the
situation in the district appeared to be leading towards a
major strike. In the discussion of the strike resolution
itself there had been a minority of delegates who had
argued for a Sub-district No.l (Glace Bay) strike only,
rather than risk calling a district-wide strike vote in

the event of the company tefusing the demand for

64Glace Bay Gazette, 12 May 1933. The motion to table
the resolution was passed by the close vote of 28 to 25.
this was the last overt attempt to achieve the affiliatioa
with the MWUC and WOUL, although this continued to be an
aim of the commenists until 1935,

65Glace Bay Gazette, 1 May 1933.

66Glace Bay Gazette, 13 May 1933.
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recognition of mine committees. Although all openly
attempted to appear militant, the leaders of the union did
not dare proceed directly to a strike vote when the
ultimatum to the company was ignored. Instead a mass
meeting was held in Glace Bay at which a series of meet-
ings at locals was decided upon to "educate" the members
on the issues, with a strike referendum to be held
sometime following these meetings.67

At rhis point another strike issue emerged, one that
seemed to hold the potential for mobilizing rank and file
UMW miners as well as the AMW men. Dosco, as part of its
strateqy for weathering the depression, had allowed its
subsidiaries, Acadia Coal in Pictou Cocunty and "Scotia" in
Sydney Mines, to go into receivership. In April the
Eastern Trust Company, receivers for Scotia’s Princess and
Florence mines, demanded the miners accept wage cuts of 25
per cent. "Continuation of operations depends upon the
willingness of the employees to make sufficient sacrifices
to enable the company to produce coal in keeping with
today’s prices."68 The Sydney Mines pits were the only
places where the miners were all AMW, and they were not
prepared to accept further cuts to their already low
wages. On 31 May 1933 a mass meeting of Princess and

Florence miners voted unanimously to strike, and to ask

67Glace Bay Gazette, 23 May 1933.

68gydney Post Record, 7 April 1933.




99
all the miners of the province to come out on a sympathy
strike in their support. AMW Secrestary Bob Stewart, who
was present at the Sydney Mines meeting, thereupon issued
¢ strike call to all locals of both unions throughout the
province.69

Reactions were predictable: Eastern Trust threatened
the permanent closure of Princess and Fiorence mines; the
government denied it could help mine company finances; and
the local newspapers outdid themselves in denunciations of
the AMW’'s leaders. The strike threat "classes the
leaders.... as industrial wreckers.... (who) should be
placed in straight jackets here and turned over to their
political advisors in Russia."70 The UMW issued a
statement to all its locals warning members against
heeding the strike call: "In our opinion about the worst
thing that could happen to the miners of Nova Scotia would
be to strike at the present time, violating agreements
with the company and giving the company the opportunity to
close more mines for all time. Therefore we require our
members to remain at work until requested by the UMW of A
to do otherwise."71

Under these pressures, the AMW leadership began to

waver and divide on whether to proceed with the strike.

69Glace Bay Gazette, 1 June 1933.

70New Waterford Times, 5 June 1933.

71Glace Bay Gazette, 3 June 1933,

b |
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AMW Vice President Clarie Gillis opposed the strike, and
attacked Stewart for calling it without consulting other
cfficers. Gillis was the only AMW officer who was well
known to hold political views well to the right of the
other leaders, but up to this time he had taksn a
relatively militant stance on union issues. His opposition
to the strike was combined with an argument that it would
be undemocratic to proceed withouot a vote of the full
membership on the issue. This view prevailed, and the
strike was postponed until a vote could be held.72

The Nova Scotia Miner called Gillis a "double-crosser"

and McLachlan’s editorial called for a massive vote for a
strike:

Failure of the AMW to carry out to the letter

the demand of the Sydney Mines men implies the

AMW has no faith in the workers, either inside

or outside their union, and the workers of Nova

Scotia will not fail to accep: the AMW at its

own valuation..... This week will see the AMW

crown itself with fighting working class glory

or bury itself in a coward’s grave.

The vote gave a strong majority for a strike, but no

more than a guarter to one third of the AMW membership
took part in the voting. It seemed that the miners were

understandably nervous about a strike, but were reluctant

to vote against a sympathy action in support of the Sydney

72G1ace Bay Gazette, 3, 5 June 1933.

73Nova Scotia Miner, 3 June 1933. Gillis soon
resigned as AMW Vice President and remained in the union
but inactive until the unity movement of 1936,
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Mines men. In any case, with the low turnout in the
referendum, the AMW executive again postponed the
strike.’4 premier Harrington then announced some
government assistance for Scotia, so that the proposed
wage cuts could be reduced to approximately 15 rather than
25 per cent. Realizing that no sympathy strike was likely
to take place, the Princess and Florence miners voted to
return to work on these terms.’5 Following this, on 18
June an AMW meeting of representatives from all the locals
decided to postpone indefinitely a general strike for
recognition.?’6
Thus the AMW”s militancy had been tested and failed the
test, and in retrospect this appears to have been the
decisive crisis in the life of the AMW. The UMW executive,
the Dosco corporation, and the government were
intransigent enemies of the AMW and its "red" leadership,
and it seems certain that nothing short of a district
strike could have achieved the AMW aim of becoming the
union representing the miners. This is not a judgement on
the wisdom or folly of carrying out a district strike in
the circumstances prevailing at the time, or on whether
the strike could have been won. The great hardships a

general strike would have brought are apparent, as are the

iGlace Bay Gazette, 10, 13 June 1933.

75Glace Bay Gazette, 16, 17 June 1933.

76Glace Bay Gazette, 19 June 1933,
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immense difficulties the strikers would have had to
overcome tc win even partial success. Yet J.%. McLachlan’s
line on the strike question at this time seems to have
been that it was essential for the AMW to "put up or shut
up" in the miners’ eyes, and that if a united and militent
AMW leadership gambled with outward corfidence on the
willingness of the rank and file to wage a major strike,
there was a very good chance of winning at least a partial
victory.

One possible iaterpretation of this is that McLachlan
and other communists were for a strike on general
principles, caring little about the possibilities of
success or failure. This would be consistent with the view
that communists of this time were committed to a blind
militancy in which an hervic failure in struggle was to be
welcomed almost as much as victory.?7 There is little to
support such an assessment of the Cape Breton communist
leadership’s outlook in 1933. The communists were miners
or ex-miners themselves, and they shared memories of the
bitter experience of hard fought strikes. They certainly
thought of union activity as part of an irreconcilable
class struggle, but they were in the union movement to win
victories, not to glory in defeats, and they surely had no

wild notions that the struggles on union issues could be

7Tangus in Canadian Bolsheviks, for example, takes
such a view generally of the activities of the WUL.
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rapidly transformed into a revolutionary political
upheaval. Tnere may well have been doubts and fears on the
strike issue even among the Communist Party members and
cupporters, but McLachlan’s line seems clear; and Bob
Stewart, from all appearances his most devoted follower
among the top AMW leaders, did his best to have this line
carried into practice, but failed. The point here is not
whether the AMW would have won or lost if it had plunged
ahead with a strike, but that McLachlan’s and the other
radicals’ promotion of a strike was calculated, not blind,
militancy.

Victory for the AMW in replacing the UMW and forcing
recognition from Desco, 1f possible at all, probably would
have required a district strike, and this action was
seriously considered only in spring 1933. Less than a year
later, in late 1933 and early 1934, the Acadia miners in
Stellarton and Thorburn fought a lock-out and a losing
strike resisting drastic wage cuts imposed by the Eastern
Trust receivers. In this lengthy struggle, involving both
AMW and UMW miners, initiative began with the local AMW
but soon passed to the UMW executive, in spite of a
dramatic incident in which a crowd of Stellarton AMW men

forced UMW President D.W. Morrison to board the train out

of town.78 The local AMW leader, mMurdoch Wilson, showed

78James M.Cameron, Pictonian Colliers (Halifax 1974),

158,
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himself to be less militant than the rank and file in
either camp,; even allowing himself to be outflanked on the
left by the UMW executive, to J.B. McLachlan’s disgqust.79
The AMW’s policy of local autonomy, however, left the
central leadership of the union with little influence over
Wilson’s actions. The UMW eventually negotiated a face
saving settlement which the AMW denounced as a sell out.
But threats by the AMW executive in Cape Breton of a
district wide strike were, by that time, empty bluster.

But if a district strike was not a possibility, what
strategy did the AMW leaders have? They sought desperately
but unsuccessfully for a reasonable alternative. Through
1934 and 1935 AMW miners showed their militancy in
numerous short strike actions in various mines. These were
on specific local grievances and deliberately aimed at
defying the clause in the recently signed UMW/Dosco
agreement which forbade any walkouts during the life of
the contract. Through these struggles the AMW leaders
hoped to force company recognition of the union, and also
to win over UMW loyalists in a "united front from below,"
a communist tactic frequently applied at that time.

One example of these many strikes was the walkout in
May 1934 at the Dominion 1B mine. This involved a

grievance over the dismissal of miner William Stefura, who

79Nova Scotia Miner, 25 November 1933, Wilson
eventually resigned, denouncing the AMW leaders as reds.
Glace Bay Gazette, 13 May 1935.
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was actvused of neglect of duty in an incident in which a
coal car got loose and killed a horse. The AMW claimed
this was victimization and that Stefura’s unfair treatment
was partly due to his being an immigrant. After a one week
strike, with partially effective sympathy stoppages being
staged at other mines, the company gave in and reinstated
Stefura, pretending the intention had only been to suspend
him in any case. This strike was on an unusual issue; most
of the stoppages involved such grievances as longwall
rates or safety matters. But the Stefura strike was
typical in two of its characteristics. First, despite AMW
appeals for unity, most of the UMW miners were willing co
work, but they could not turn out enough men to run the
mine. Second, the company steadfastly refused to meet with
any AMW representatives, and a crude "negotiation" took
place through statements made by the union and the Dosco
officials and published in the newspapers.80
Such small scale strikes on many,; perhaps most,
occasions won minor concessions, but they d4id not advance
the AMW’s aims of forcing recognition from the company or
winning over the UMW loyalists. The likelihood of the AMW
attaining its fundamental objective and supplanting the
UMW steadily receded. The rival unions contended for
control of the district until 1936, but from 1933 UMW

strength gradually grew, while the AMW declined, though

80Glace Bay Gazette, 16, 17, 18 19, 21 and 23 May 1934,
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probably holding the loyalty of a larger proporticn of the
miners throughout Nova Scotia to the end, and certainly
always having the majority in Cape Breton.8l

One important development improved the morale of UMW
loyalists and the organizational and financial support
available to the District 26 executive. In the summer of
1933, taking quick advantage of Roosevelt’s "New Deal"
legislation, the UMW recovered its position as the largest
and most powerful union in the United States. In one of
the most remarkable unionizing campaigns in history
thousands of American miners, many of whom had never been
prev-ously organized, poured into the resurgent UMW.82
From this time, also, John L.Lewis began to acquire a new
reputation as an aggressive union leader who was winning
concessions for his followers despite the depression.
Lewis’s own exultant reports of these triumphs were well
publicized by District 26 officers in local Nova Scotia
newspapers.83

The AMW was not crushed by these developments, but it
could never recover the initiative and momentum of its
first year and once committed to a prolonaed dual union

struggle soon moved away from the ultra-democratic posture

8lThe AMW remained in Sydney Mines until 1938, two
years after its district organization was dissolved.

82Dubofsky and VanTyne, John L.Lewis, 183-190.

83Glace Bay Gazette, 26 June, 8 July, 4, 10 October 1933.
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of its beginning.84 1n particular; the union found it was
very weak organizationally and financially; it had only
one full time officer and it was unable to pay him
regularly.85 The AMW policy of "across the wicket" dues
collection had failed badly:; the impoverished miners did
not pay their dues and the union was close to collapse as
a district organization. In autumn 1933 the AMW reversed
its policy on voluntary dues collection and began to
demand the company check-off, and the struggle for the
check-off became a major issue in the inter-union rivalry
in 1934 and 1935.86

The new Liberal government of Angus L. MacDonald and
its Minister of Mines and Labor, Michael Dwyer, seemed at
first to be more impartial on the union issue than the
Conservatives had been, particularly when, in December
1933, it advised Dosco that the existing law required it
to check-off dues for the AMW, as it did for the UMW, when
requested to do so by employees.87 In early 1934, however,
the government put through a law that required the company

to collect dues only for the union with the greatest num-

84This seem to have been a common experience in the
communist led WUL unions of the period. See John Manley,
"The Workers Unity League."

85AMW Financial Report, 1 August 1933 to 31 October
1933, UMWA Papers, PANS.

86Glace Bay Gazette, 20 September 1933.

87Glace Bay Gazette, 13 December 1933,
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ber of signed up deduction regquests. Card counts were to
be held on 15 November each year. The AMW protested the
unfairness of having the card counts administered by Dosco
officials who were biased against their union, but the
government passed the bill, refusing an amendment that a
secret ballot be substituted for the company count.88

A card count was held in November 1934 and again in
1935, In both of these the UMW cards were declared to be
in a slight majority for almost all companies: Dominion
Coal Company in Glace Bay and New Waterford, Cumberland
Railway and Cocal Company in Springhill, Acadia Mines in
Stellarton, and the smaller non-Dosco companies throughout
the province. The single exception was Scotia at Sydney
Mines, where all the miners had put in AMW cards.89 1In
1934 the count in Clace Bay was 2848 for the AMW and 2293
for the UMW, but since in New Waterford sub-district the
count was 1663 UMW and 435 AMW, the UMW won the check-off
for all of the Dominion Coal Company, which encompassed
both sub-districts. In Pictou county the count was 641 UMW
and 549 AMW, while in Springhill the UMW had 722 and the
AMW 508. The UMW also got 100 per cent of the cards for
the non-Dosco mines in Inverness, Joggins, River Hebert,

and elsewhere, so that its overall total was 6604 to the

88Glace Bay Gazette, 29 March, 3, 25, 28 April, 1 May
1934.

89Sydney Post Record, 16 November 1934; Glace Bay
Gazette, 20 November 1935,
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AMW’s 6066.90 1n 1935 the position was almost unchanged in
all areas except Springhill, where the approximately 500
AMW cards of 1934 were transferred to the UMW, giving a
district-wide UMW total of 7221 and an AMW total of
5754.91 1t should be noted that the AMW had a majority in
Cape Breton in both counts, and this majority increased
slightly in 1935. After each of the counts the AMW men
charged, probably with some truth to their claims, that
fraud and intimidation of workers by the company officials
had falsified the results, and the union entered into
fruitless legal action on this.92 The AMW was able to hold
the check~off only in Sydney Mines, and its finances
suffered greatly thereafter.

The provincial government had also showed 1its
partisanship in the role played by Mines Minister Dwyer at
the small mine in Inverness, where he helped force the AMW
minority back into the UMW.93 But it was the activity of

Dwyer during January 1935 in Springhill that caused Bob

90rhese figures are those presented at the January
1935 AMW convention as the final official count in Glace
Bay Gazette, 22 January 1935. They are slightly more
favorable to the UMW than the figures given immediately
after the count in Glace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1934.

91lGlace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1935,

92glace Bay Gazette, 26, 30 November, 12 December
1934; Protest submission to M.Dwyer by AMW lawyers, 19
November 1934, UMWA Papers, PANS.

93Glace Bay Gazette, 4, 5, 9, 11, 12 December 1933.
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Stewart to refer publicly to him as a "four- flusher."94
It was only in late 1934 that the AMW got any organized
following in Springhill, but in the November 1934 card
count the UMW were shocked to find that close to half the
miners submitted AMW cards.95 The Springhill UMW
organization acted swiftly and ruthlessly. By January most
miners were back in the UMW, and then a strike was called
to enforce the dismissal of the local AMW leadership. This
was the only time and place in which organized violence
was used in the inter—-union struggle; several of the AMW
men were brutally beaten by groups of UMW men. A crowd
forced Bob Stewart cut of town, and the most prominent
local AMW leader, James Columbine, was beaten up;,
blacklisted by the company, and eventually deported to his
native Wales as an immigrant living off relief.96 The
strike was fully successful in forcing the Springhill AMW
out of existence, and Minister Dwyer went out of his way
to facilitate this UMW victory by his public statements
and personal attempts to talk the AMW miners over.97 7Tpe

UMW leadership attempted other strikes for the closed shop

94Glace Bay Gazette, 7 February 1935. Because of this
and because an AMW convention voted to consign a letter
from Angus L. MacDonald "To the wastebasket", the
government refused to correspond with the AMW for months.

95Glace Bay Gazette, 17 November 1934.

96Wade, History.

97Glace Bay Gazette, 23, 25, 26, 30 January, 2, 4, 5,
7 February 1935; Halifax Herald, 30 January, 5 February 1935.
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where tney were in the majority, at Stellarton in May
1934,98 and at New Waterford in July 1935,99 but in both
cases most UMW miners refused to participate in shutting
AMW men out of the mines, and the strikes failed.

The card counts had shown that the AMW was holding most
of its membership, but everyone could also see that the
UMW was never going to be driven from the district. By
1935 there was some slight upturn in the economy, and it
could be hoped that a united movement could wrest more
from Dosco than the very slight concessions the company
had granted the UMW since the split began. In January 1935
the two year contract signed by the UMW had provided only
5 per cent increases for the datal men and nothing for
contract miners.lO00 7Thus the necessity for unity was
growing more urgent for many miners, and probably the AMW
men in particular, who were cut off from any negotiations
with Dosco.

At this time, also, the major shift that was taking
place in the policy of the Communist Party led local
communists to move decisively towards unity in the miners’
movement. Unity was now the major theme being promoted by
the central leadership of the Communist Party in its

Canada -wide trade union policy, leading to the disbanding

98Glace Bay Gazette, 25 May 1934.

99sydney Post Record, 29 July 1935.

100Glace Bay Gazette, 29 January 1935.
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of the WUL and the return of its constituent unions to the
TLC. This was a policy springing from the Comintern’s
strategy of the "United Front Against Fascism and War,"
and also from the situation in the North American trade
union movement at this time, with communists eager to
participate in the CIO struggles for industrial unions.
Formerly reactionary union leaders like John L. Lewis were
now promoting the CIO, and the abandonment of rhetorical
attacks on such union leaders seemed the necessary price
communists had to pay to become involved in the new in-~
dustrial union movement, the most exciting development in
North American unionism in the century.

At the Ninth Plenum of the Central Committee, held in
November 1935, the Communist Party made clear its new
policy, publishing the major speeches in a pamphlet.l10l
The keynote speaker was Stewart Smith, who had been the
Canadian party’s delegate to the Seventh Congress of the
Comintern. Interspersed with gqguotaticons from Georgi
Diritroff’s speech at the Seventh Congress, Smith
explained that for Canadian communists achieving the
Popular Front Against Fascism and War meant fighting for
trade union unity and also for a united front with the
CCF. This policy was enthusiastically supported by almost

all participants in the plenum. J. B. McLachlan, however,

10lrowards a Canadian Peoples Front. Reports and
Speeches at the Ninth Plenum of the Central Committee,
Communist Party of Canada (Toronto 1935).
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argued that Nova Scotia had no CCF with which to unite,
and that while the miners were for one union in Nova
Scotia, they were not ready to rejoin the UMW.1l02 1pn his
"Reply to Discussion" Stewart Smith agreed that in "such a
situation as we have in Nova Scotia, there must be no
running ahead," but unity was necessar+ and workers "must
be and can be convinced if the proper work is
conducted."103 party organizer Bill Findlay was sent to
Cape Breton to work for unification, and in the months
that followed McLachlan reluctantly co-operated in a
unification process that led inexorably to AMW surrender
to the UMW.

In early 1936, after two inconclusive meetings between
the AMW and UMW executives on the question of unity had
occurred; a rank-and-file unity movement got underway on
the initiative of AMW miners from which officers of both
unions were explicitly excluded.lO04 poth executives were
willing to comply. The UMW officers had made it clear that
they would accept unity only on their terms, the return of
the men to the UMW, and rightly judged that if they held
firm this would be the result. The AMW leaders were in a

situation providing few options, and may have hoped that a

1021pid., 152,153,
1031pig., 65.

104G1ace Bay Gazette, 13 December 1935 and 22 January
1936.
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rank-~and-file unity movement could be turned into a
"united front from below" that would bring about
reunification on the best possible terms. As late as
February AMW leader Bob Stewart apparently still hoped the
result would be unity outside the UMW. "Unity Platform,
Not Lewis, Is What Miners Want Now" was the title of an

article he wrote for The Nova Scotia Miner.l05 gyt as the

unity committee met over the following months, there was a
steady trend of AMW concessions in the face of UMW threats
of withdrawal.l06
In the end the unity agreement provided that all the

AMW members would return to the UMW with no new initiation
fees and with full membership rights.l07 The AMW executive
agreed to this, provided John L. Lewis give assurance that
he would respect District 26 autonomy in the future. Lewis
thereupon sent a letter which read, on this point:

The autonomy given District 26 is one of the

fullest. There is no desire on the part of the

officers of the International union to intrude

upon or impair the autonomous rights of the

District in any manner or form,l108

Given Lewis’s known record of autocratic behaviour, this

letter had little value other than saving face for the

105Nova Scotia Miner, 8 February 1936.

106Glace Bay Gazette, 13’ 15/ 22, 27 January, 1, 10,
12 February, 9, 21, 30 March 1936.

107G1ace Bay Gazette, 30 March, 1 April 1936.

108yade, History.
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surrendering AMW. And this was, in reality, an
unconditional surrender to the UMW by the AMW, as was made
clear when the AMW officers were all required to sign
special loyalty ocaths before being allowed membership
rights in the UMW, even though this contravened the unity
agreement.l09 Nonetheless, the AMW miners felt they had no
choice but to return to the UMW, and those in Glace Bay,
New Waturford, and Pictou sub-districts all returned to
the older union at this time. At Sydney Mines the men
stayed in the AMW for two years longer.

As a rebellion against the international and its
policies, none of the AMW’s aims were achieved. It had
aimed for militant action to win concessions on wages, but
the split in the union movement had weakened the miners in
relation to the company, and probably brought about lower
wage settlements during those years. An opposite case
might be argued that the coal company moderated its
demands for wage-cuts because of the threat of the AMW,
but this seems doubtful. Further, the AMW and UMW split
had probably facilitated Dosco’s establishment of
substantially lower rates paid the Sydney Mines and
Stellarton miners compared to those in Glace Bay, New
Waterford, and Springhill, a differential that continued
for years, even after the Ac: %ia and Scoti~ coal companies

were reunited with Dosco i 1939. The break with the

109Glace Bay Gazette, 9, 11 May 1936.
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international had also been an attempt to bring more
democracy and district autonomy to the union, but the UMW
with which the AMW men reunited was even more bureaucratic
than the organization they had left. During the split the
rump UMW had lengthened the district officers’ terms of
office from one to two vears.ll0 The district conventions
were also now to be held every second year instead of
annually. 'The district executive’s control over the
finances of the locals was to be strengthened, by having
the check-off remitted by the company to the district
office rather than to the locals, as had been the previous
practice. Never again could disgruntled locals withhold
their "per capita" dues payments from the international,
a3 some had done prior to 1932,111

For the AMW miners their organization failed to achieve
any advancement of their living standards in a hard time,
but perhaps it did bring cone real benefit tco its members.
The hardships, the humiliation of living on relief, the
insecurity, and the fear for the future with which people
lived in the depression years are often said to have taken
a severe emotional toll. The AMW and the radical ideoclogy
with which it was associated told the workers that none of

this was their fault, but the fault of the capitalist

110constitutional amendment passed at UMW Convention,
Truro, Glace Bay Gazette, 24 November 1934.

1lllGlace Bay Gazette, 23 August 1932,
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system, and that they could make efforts to assert their
own control over their circumstances. The extent to which
this helped to improve the pride and self esteem of the
miners, and raise hopes for the future, may have been
great. And there were ways in which the militants could
regard their defeat as being mitigated. There were no
expulsions or blacklistings, and all the AMW men were soon
able to play a full part in the reunited UMW. The AMW-UMW
split, as an episode in the history of District 26, can be
viewed validly as evidence of the continuity of the
miners’ radicalism over many years and as a turning point
in the nature of this radicalism. The AMW assertion of the
class struggle form of unionism against the UMW’s business
unionism provided a bridge carrying forward a radical
leadership and a tradition of militancy from the bitter
strikes of the 1920s to the later period of the 1930s and
the 1940s. But the AMW was a rebellion that failed, and
the defeat of such a protracted effort to break from the
UMW had long-term effects. After this political radicalism
still maintained some hold on the miners’ consciousness,
but in a somewhat diluted and declining form. For a time
almost undiminished union militancy continued to exist,
but it was increasingly to be channelled and constrained
by the legal framework of collective bargaining and the
institutional practices of business unionism. The

militants could take no decisive action against this
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trend, remembering well the defeat of the AMW. No serious
attempt to replace the international was to be made again

until more than 40 years had passed.



Chapter Three
The United Front in Cape Breton, 1936-9

The aftermath of the AMW’s failure was a serious
weakening of communist influen-e in Cape Breton. One view
might be that this was a typical, or even well-deserved,
result of the CP’s dual-union tactics in promoting such
organizations as the AMW or the Workers Unity League. Ian
Angus, for example, writes:

The Workers Unity League constantly combined a

readiness to enter all-out combat, regardless of

the balance of forces involved, with a total

refusal to seek allies beyond its own ranks.

This combination of adventurism and sectarianism

led to defeat after defeat. The only lasting

achievement of the WUL was the isolation of

thousands of left-wing labor militants from the
mainstream of Canadian labor.l

The AMW militants in Cape Breton, however, were not
isolated, and it does not seem to have been left extremism
or adventurism that discredited the CP leadership with
some of its Cape Breton followers, but the abrupt move of
the party to the right at the end of the "left" period.
The communists brought unconcealed radicalism to the union
movement during the "left" years, calling the WUL
affiliates "revolutionary" unions. This rhetoric did not
mean unions’ economic aims should be supplanted by
political aims, but that the efforts to defend living

standards should be regarded as part of a conscious

langus, Canadian Bolsheviks, pp. 273-4; similar views
are expressed by Penner, Canadian Communism, pp. 97-125.
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working~class struggle against the moribund capitalist
system. In these bleak depression days any militant
strike, even if concerned with "bread and butter" issues,
could seem politically radical; and the communists usually
denounced all union moderates who opposed such strikes as
agents of capitalism. In some cases, such as the Glace Bay
miners, the communist rhetoric was well in tune with the
sentiments of a large section of the workers. The radical
line was certainly divisive, since the AMW could never win
the support of all the miners. Nonetheless, the overt
class struggle policy of the CP activists probably led to
a wider direct communist influernce in Cape Breton than at
anytime before or since.

For the militant miners who tended to follow the
communist lead the unification with the UMW in 1936 was
perhaps accepted as necessary. They had more difficulty
swallowing the extent to which the central leadership of
the CP now tried to play down, or even eliminate,
criticism of union bosses the party had earlier condemned,
using such epithets as "labour fakirs." The disruptive
effect on the Cape Breton CP organization brought about by
dissatisfaction with the new policy was greatly magnified
by the reaction of J.B. MclLachlan, the most prestigious
local radical.

Reunification of the miners within the UMW had been

accepted by McLachlan with great reluctance, and shortly
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after this he resigned from the Communist Party. With his
many years of bitter hostility to John L.Lewis, McLachlan
could never believe Lewis had become a progressive union
leader, and perhaps his personal hatred for Lewis was an
important element in this decision. This was the
conviction of George MacEachern, a fellow party member at
the time:

Jim had been hurt personally; he had lost his
position with the UMW, he was blacklisted, he
couldn’t go back in the mines after 1923 and he
had hate of Jchn L. Lewis and all that he stood
for. All that he stood for in 1923 could well be
hated, if you can hate. I felt Lewis had

changed. And I felt we had to trust liim. We had
no bloody choice there.?2

It is easy to understand why communists involved in CIO
organizing struggles,; as George MacEachern was at the
Sydney steel plant, might think there was no choice about
accepting that John L. Lewis had changed. Lewis had
changed his policies, in fact, since he was supporting the
struggles to build new unions, and he had shown he was now
prepared to work with communists. He had also become the
symbolic leader of the CIO for workers all over North
America, gaining a wide prestige never egualled by any
other union leader. Communists had good reasons for
feeling they had to refrain from attacks on Lewis at this
time, or even for joining in the chorus of praise for him.

But this meant that they had to turn a blind eye to the

2pavid Frank and Donald MacGillivray, eds., George
MacEachern: An Autobiography (Sydney 1987}, p. 96.
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fact that Lewis, however militant he might be, had
abandoned none of his dictatorial practices within his
union.

McLachlan appears to have thought the new unity line
of the party was being taken too far 1f it required him to
avoid any criticism of reactionaries like Lewils, and he

continued to attack John L. Lewis sharply in The Nova

Scotia Miner. For example, when Lewis forced through a
vote at the 1936 UMW convention which gave him, as
International President, the unrestrained right to depose
district officers throughout the union, this led McLachlan
to write that no one except a "swollen, impudent, aspiring
fascist" would seek such power.3 at party meetings
Mclachlan himself came under sharp criticism for writing
such articles from the Communist Party organizer, Bill
Findlay, criticism he would not accept.4 He therefore
resigned, writing to party leader Tim Buck 1in June 1936:
"I refuse to follow the Party in Canada 1n its sad march

to the right."5 A number of other Cape Breton party

3"Lew1is Becomes Dictator of UMW," Nova Scotia Miaer
8 February 1936. See also "Everything Charged Agaiast AF.
by Lewls He Does 1n UMWA Only More So," Nova Scotia Miner,
29 February, 1936.

4rrank and MacGillivray, eds., George MacEachern, p.

96.

SMcLachlan to Buck, 13 June 1936, quoted 1n Manley,
thesis, "Workers Unity League," p. 371. I have been unable
to obtain sight of this letter, which is partially quoted
by several writers.
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members followed McLachlan in resigning, and the CP was
never to regain the influence it had held in the mining
districts.

This was the beginning of the period when communists
in Canada and the United States had their greatest impact
as union organizers. But with their acceptance of these
opportunities, some part of their earlier emphasis on the
class struggle, and on rank-and-file democracy in the
unions, was lost. The policies of this time, and even more
the circumstances during the war and the succeeding cold
war, led communists in unions tc downplay or even to
conceal their political affiliation. They also came to
rely a great deal more on holding positions in the
leadership of unions, a false reliance that did little to
preserve them Lrom later being purged from unicns they had
done much to build. It is impossible to know how much of
this perspective was in the mind of J.B. McLachlan in
1236, but he could surely see that a UMW led by John L.
Lewis was as far from being a democratic, rank-and-file
union as it had ever been, and that the Communist FParty
was prepared to ignore this unpleasant truth.

It is also probable that McLachlan was generally
unhappy with the Communist Party policy of striving for a
united front with the CCF at this time. This is much more
plausible than the claim made by several writers that he

himself was soon urging that the miners "get together with
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Woodsworth and his group in the west."6 7his claim is

based solely on one anecdote told by some family members
and friends years later when they, themselves, had joined
the CCF. In fact, this was exactly the policy that the
Communist Party had adopted by early 1936, trying to
efface completely its earlier characterization of the CCF
as "social fascist."7 But it is difficult to believe that
J. B. McLachlan, like a repenting sinner on his deathbed,
turned to the CCF, a party he had denounced as "the
bosses’ third party in Canada" soon after its formation.8
McLachlan, after all, left the Communist Party on the
grounds that it had moved too far to the right.

McLachlan died the following year, but his break with
the party had badly disrupted communist organization and
influence in Cape Breton. The loss of men such as Bob
Stewart, the AMW secretary-treasurer,; also contributed to
the disarray of the local party.? Some notion of the
bitterness involved in this split is given in a statement
by D.N. Brodie a few years later, in which he referred to

J.B. as "dragged down in his old age by the yellow jackals

6MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, p. 189; Mellor,
The Company Store,; p. 337.

7G. Pierce (Stewart Smith), Socialism and the CCF
(Montreal 1934).

8See "The Careerists," Nova Scotia Miner, 25 February

1933.

9stewart seems to have rejoined the party some years
later.
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in his own followinc."10 The Communist Party did not lose
all its influence in the area, but it was never to recover
the position it held prior to McLachlan’s resignation. The
party centre in Toronto also appears to have become
preoccupied with anti-fascist unity and placed less
emphasis on working among the miners. It was about this
time that the Nova Scotia centre for the party was moved
from Glace Bay to Halifax on the grounds that this was the
political capital of the province, even though the party
had relatively few followers there.ll

During the "united front" period, also, the party
rarely put forward an independent platform during
elections, but continuall; attempted to cooperate with
others. A strong case can ke made that it was these right-
ward changes in the policy of the Communist Party, above
all else, that paved the way for the CCF electoral
victories in Cape Breton. All the major developments in
Cape Breton labour politics during 1936, 1937, and 1938,
up to the affiliation of District 26 with the CCF, were
consistent with, and to a considerable extent made
possible by, the united front policy of the Communist

Party, and were actively promoted by local party

10Brodie statement on refusing to run for Mayor,
Glace Bay Gazette, 17 February 1938. This split reached
into D.N. Brodie’'s own family; while he was never in the
CP, and became the CCF M.L.A.; his son Fred was well known
to be a CP member.

llinterview with Dane Parker, Halifax, 23 May 1985.
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activists.

Alihough the sway the party had over local radicalism
had been decisively weakened, it still retained a strong
influence within the unions over many years. It was the CP
unity policy that made possible the temporary truce in the
long struggle between left and right in the miners’ union
movement in Cape Breton during the late 1930s. This was
also facilitated by the fact that while UMW district
officers Morrison, MacKay and Barrett retained their
bureaucratic power, following the lead of their autocratic
boss John L. Lewis they adopted a slightly more militant
posture and displayed a willingness to work with
communists. One example of the increased militancy of the
District 26 organization after the reunification was the
struggle to organize the miners in Minto, New Brunswick. A
strike in 1937-38 was defeated, but some of the
organization established at this time persisted, and the
groundwark was laid for the successful unionization of

Minto in 1941.12

The unity of the local militants with union leaders
in Cape Breton was increasingly undev strain in the period
leading up to the war, since neither the miners nor the
steelworkers achieved much increase in wages during this

period. The Sydney steelworkers were tec finally succeed in

l2gee Allan Seager, "Minto, New Brunswick: A Study in
Class Relations Between the Wars," Labour/Le Travailleur 5
(Spring, 1980), pp. 81-132.
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establishing a union, but did not have a signed contract
until 1940.13 as to the coal miners, in 1937 the UMW
executive negotiated a nine per cent increase for the
datal men, and six per cent for the contract miners. This
was far from achieving the recovery of the 1931 rates as
had been called for at the 1936 convention, and the
militants in the locals campaigned against acceptance. The
pithead referendum went heavily against in Glace Bay, as
usual, but acceptance was carried by the votes of the New
Waterford and Springhill men.l4 Rank-and-file
dissatisfaction continued and increased throughout this
pericd, and would eventually culminate in the 1941
slowdown strike.ld In both the steel and coal negotiations
the local union teams had the dubious assistance of Silby
Barrett, as well as Senator William Sneed, a John L. Lewis
henchman from Pennsylvania, whose main aim in Nova Scotia
seems to have been to avoid strikes that might prove
costly to the union’s head office.l6 In 1937 and 1938 the
CP and its local followers, however, refused to engage in

open criticism of the union bureaucrats, and even publicly

13see chapter Five below.

l4glace Bay Gazette, 8, 22 March, 3 April 1937.

15see Chapter Four below.

l6For George MacEachern’s opinion of Sneed, see Frank
and MacGillivray, eds., George MacEachern, pp. 80-1.
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defended them from the criticism of worker militants.l7
As a result, a temporary rift developed between M. A.
MacKenzie, the editor of the Steelworker in Sydney, and
local CP representatives. The development of the line
followed by the Steelworker is interesting, as this paper
was for long to remain the principal voice of the radical

left in the area. In 1936, the Steelworker, unlike

McLachlan and the Nova Scotia Miner, was closely

supportive of the CP’s change to the "united front" line,
and it was full of praise for John L. Lewis for his CIO
work.18 rhis support for the CIO was only to be expected,
given the importance any radical Sydney paper would
naturally place on building a union at the steel plant.
From March to June 1936 the Steelworker serialized a long
article by Tom MacEwan, "Unity is the Workers’ Lifeline,"
spelling out the party’s line for the unions; and the
paper hailed the reunification of the AMW miners with the
UMW as a great advance.l® There was no criticism of
McLachlan in the Steelworker, but it fulsomely supported

the CP line up to November 1936 when financial problems

17see, for example, letter from William Findlay,
Communist Party organizer in Glace Bay, defending the UMW
District Executive from various criticisms. Steelworker 11
December 1937.

18steelworker, 11 January, 22 February, 29 February,
7 March 1936.

19vBrave c B Miners," Steelworker, 4 May 1936.
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caused it to cease publication.20 The Steelworker began to
be printed again in May 1937, and a strange period of
several years duration followed in which there was a sharvp
difference in the paper’s policy towards national and
local communists. The paper consistently supported the
communist line at the national level; "Arise Canada," the
platform of the CP written by Tim Buck, was serialized in
August and September 1937, and CP spokesmen such as Roscoe
Fillmore, Joe Wallace, and John C. Mortimer contributed
regular articles to the paper.2l However, from 1937 to
1939 the paper was wusually at odds with 1local
representatives of the CP, calling for greater union
militancy in both the new £teelworker’s union and the UMW,
while the communists were following the unity line and
avoiding strong criticism of union officials. Articles
attacking the officers of UMW District 26 appeared

fregquently in the paper, for example in a series of

20In September 1936, for example, British Communist
M.P. William Gallagher visited Cape Breton and spoke in
Glace Bay. Paul MacEwan, Miners and Steelworkers, p. 190,
makes much of a confrontation between McLachlan and
Gallagher at this meeting. The Steelworker, 19 September
1936, gives a long report of this meeting and Gallagher’'s
speech,; but does not mention McLachlan at all.

2ly.c. Mortimer, in particular, had a regular column
entitled "Letters to Bill" in the pre-war period. It then
took the form of war commentaries by "Kentucky Colonel"
until the end of the war, and then "Let’s Face Facts" by
"J.C.M." after the war. Mortimer was a United Church
minister who joined the CP in the late 1930s, and remained
one of the Party’s most fluent and effective spokesmen in
the Maritimes until his death in the 1950s.
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columns entitled "A Miner Speaks" printed in 1937.22
William Findlay, the Communist Party organizer, wrote to
the Steelworker defending the UMW leaders, and Findlay and
the local CP was then denounced in the renly from "A
Miner."23 1Ip Sydney, CP members and other shop floor
activists during the building of Local 1064 had been
supported by the Steelworker. However, in the years that
followed the formation of the union, when little was won
for the workers the paper increasingly became critical of
the steel union executive, including the CP members in its
leadership, such as George MacEachern.24 The CP and the
left-wingers in the leadership of the steel union were in
a difficult position, however, since the national and
international leaders of the USWA would support no extreme
actions or strikes during this period.25 But though the
lack of militancy in the policies of Local 1064 can be
partly blamed on the head office of the union, the
communist policies during this time were generally much
less militant than they had been a few years earlier. The

alliance of rank—and-file militants with communist leaders

22N0 indication is given of the identity of "a
Miner," but a likely possibility would be Angus MacIntyre
of Glace Bay, a militant and later a left-wing CCFer.

23gee letter to the editor from William Findlay
Steelworker, 11 December 1937; and reply "A Weasel in a
Hen-Coop?" Steelworker, 18 December 1937.

24gteelworker, 30 July 1938.

25566 Chapter Five.
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was no longer almost certain, since the communists now
often counselled meoderation, and at times even faced
attack on their left flank.

Another example of the relatively moderate policies
adopted by the CP during this unity period is provided by
the unemployed movement. There were many unemployed
throughout the 1930s, but the organized movement in Glace
Bay seems to have been highly active in two periods, 1932-
4 and 1938-9. One episode casts a revealing light on how
dramatically the confrontational style of the earlier
unemployed movement had given way to more restrained
tactics by the late 1830s. In 1933 a tiny group of young
unemployed men broke away from the communist-1led
Unemployed Asscciation in Glace Bay. This group, numbering
perhaps a dozen, called themselves "The Unemployed
Co—-operators," adopted an outspoken anti-communist
attitude, and advertised their members willingness to do
odd jobs for low pay. The Unemployed Association denounced
this group for breaking the solidarity of the unemployed
single men’s struggle for decent relief or proper jobs;

which prompted the Glace Bay Gazette to defend these

"public spirited" young men from the other thousand or

more: unemployed youths in town, "those who prefer the dole

to honest work."26 wyhen the unemployed movement again

26gee Glace Bay Gazette issues of April, May, June,
1933 for "Unemployed Co-operators" adverts; and editorial,
"The Anti-Cooperators," Glace Bay Gazette, 18 May 1933.
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became very active in 1938 it was still led mainly by
communists.27 In its methods, however, it secemed more like
the anti-communist Unemployed Co-operators. The
organization of the unemployed was renamed the General
Workers Union (GWU). It sent a delegation to Halifax,
where it met Premier MacDonald and had "a very sympathetic
hearing."28 Then, working amicably with the Glace Bay
Board of Trade, the union established an office with a
phone, registered most of the unemployed young men as
members, and advertised its members’ willingness to do odd
jobs, collect firewcod, sweep chimneys and the like.29 3
tag day, supported by town officials and the Board of
Trade, was held to finance setting up the office.30 The
GWU became a fairly powerful organization in the area for
a brief time: the Glace Bay organization spread to Sydney,
New Waterford, Dominion, and other small towns; it
conducted a brief strike of 100 relief workers in Sydney:

it sent delegates to a national conference in Toronto; and

There is no evidence that the Antigonish Movement had any
direct role in setting up the "Unemployed Co-operators;"
but the general influence of the co-operative idea as an
alternative to confrontational struggle against the system
is clear.

271gnacius MacNeil and Murdoch Clarke, well known
local CP members, were the most frequently mentioned
leaders of the GWU in all the news reports cited below.

28Glace Bay Gazette, 4 June 1938.

29Glace Bay Gazette, 14 July, 15 August 1938.

30Glace Bay Gazette, 15 July 1938.







