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Negotiating Sex and Gender in the Ukrainian Bloc
Settlement: East-Central Alberta Between the Wars

Frances Swyripa

ABSTRACT. Although historians of Canada's Ukrainians can tap into the group's elite
relatively easily, its ordinary members remain elusive. Their lives tend to be filtered through
the eyes of a disapproving Anglo-Canadian establishment or an equally critical Ukrainian
community leadership. Despite few records in the peasants' own hand documenting their
tum-of-the-century settlement experience in the prairie provinces, theirvoice is not completely
silent. Some 1,500 crime investigation files compiled by the Department of the Attorney
General in Alberta between 1915and 1929,the majority referring to the Vegreville bloc east of
Edmonton, constitute one instance where men and women who were otherwise often illiterate
and inarticulate spoke for themselves, in most cases about matters of their own choosing. A
window into Ukrainian-Canadian society, these files reveal a great deal about human relation
ships, the survival of old-world beliefs and customs, and the impact of immigration and
pioneering on people's actions and ideas. Crimes of a sexual or moral nature, or involving
violence by men against women and by women against men and male property, are particu
larly enlightening, not simply for what they say about Ukrainian-Canadian attitudes towards
sex and gender but also for what they say about the milieu in which these attitudes existed in
the decade following World War I. No other contemporary source - certainly not the
Ukrainian immigrant press which served as the mouthpiece of a crystallizing community elite
- permits such a glimpse into the rhythms of life in the rural Ukrainian bloc settlement.

SOMMAIRE. Les historiens de la communaute ukrainienne du Canada ont largement exploite
les donnees concernant son elite, mais ils n' ont pu prendre le pouls de sa masse. La vie de ces
gens a souvent ete peinte selon l'optique desapprobatrice de l'establishment anglo-canadien et
celIe, tout aussi critique, des chefs de file ukrainiens. Malgre l'absence quasi totale de docu
ments rediges de main paysanne pouvant servir adocumenter la vie de la masse durant la
colonisation des Prairies au tournant du siecle, celle-ci n' est pas entierement muette. Environ
1500 dossiers d'enquetes criminelles assembles par le Ministere du Procureur general de
l'Alberta entre 1915et 1929, touch ant pour la plupart le bloc de Vegreville al'est d'Edmonton,
forment un temoignage eloquent, par des hommes et des femmes sans education et sans voix,
apropos de questions importantes aleurs yeux. Porte ouverte sur la societe ukrainienne du
Canada, ces dossiers nous eclairent a propos des relations sociales, de la survivance des
croyances et des coutumes ancestrales, ainsi que de l'effet de l'immigration et de la colonisation
sur les idees et les gestes de la population. Les crimes sexuels, moraux ou relies ala violence
masculine envers la femme et la violence feminine envers l'homme et ses biens sont
revelateurs, non seulement acause de l' eclairage ainsi jete sur l' attitude des Ukrainiens envers
la femme et le sexe, mais aussi en vertu de ce qu'ils font ressortir apropos du milieu dans lequel
cette attitude persistait durant la decennie suivant la Grande Guerre. Aucune autre source 
et encore moins la presse ukrainienne, porte-parole d'une elite en voie de formation - ne
permet de suivre ainsi le rythme de la vie quotidienne dans les blocs ukrainiens de colonisation.

By the time Maxim Pylypczuk became a cause celebre in the local Anglo
Canadian press for the brutal murder of his twenty-year-old wife near
Pakan in the heart of the Vegreville bloc in east-central Alberta in 1912, the
criminal reputation of Ukrainian immigrants was well established.' Ac
cording to the stereotype which persisted to World War II, Ukrainians beat
their wives, drank to excess and ended up in bloody brawls, stole without
conscience and engaged in senseless litigation, and figured disproportion
ately in the country's penitentiaries and insane asylums. This image 
popularized and sensationalized in articles, editorials, fiction, and count
less discussions of the 1/immigrant problem'" - reflected in part the reality
of Ukrainians' peasant cultural baggage and the dislocation of uprooting.
But it also reflected Anglo-Canadians' concerns for the moral fibre of their
nation, and was based as much on anti-Ukrainian prejudice as on hard data
and research. Anxious to blend in and be accepted, successive generations
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150 SWYRIPA

of Ukrainian Canadians simply preferred to ignore the issue of crime in
their community, rather than draw attention to it by subjecting the Anglo
Canadian stereotype to serious scrutiny. Recently, however, that stereotype
has been challenged. Ukrainian-Canadian criminal behaviour has also
begun to be examined within the dual context of the old-world peasant
culture, patriarchal and materially poor, and the emerging prairie frontier
culture that simultaneously nurtured it.3

This article uses crime investigation files compiled by the Department of
the Attorney General in Alberta between 1915 and 19294 to continue the
process, exploring how Ukrainian men and women in the Vegreville bloc
negotiated issues of sex and gender between the wars. Carnal knowledge,
rape, seduction, indecent assault, and wife-beating charges - which
formed only a minority of the 1,500 cases to involve Ukrainians in these
years - reveal the extent to which attitudes and behaviour imported from
Ukrainian villages in Galicia and Bukovyna were retained, redirected, or
submerged under the influence of the Canadian legal system." A combina
tion of isolation, ignorance, fear, and physical force would have prevented
most victims of domestic violence and sexual assault from bringing their
problems before the courts to be solved by Anglo-Canadian notions of
abstract justice. But in those instances where charges were laid, whether by
women themselves or their male relatives, individuals on both sides of the
dispute had an ambiguous relationship with the state institutions and laws
of their adopted homeland. If they sometimes welcomed outside interven
tion and saw the courts as an ally, they more frequently tried to adapt and
manipulate an often inflexible law to their own ends. Above all, Ukrainians
of both sexes tended to tum to mainstream structures for resolution of their
problems only after their informal community-based avenues to securing
justice had failed,"

Criminal activity represents the irregular and abnormal, and never
shows people at their best. Moreover, all parties to a dispute that reaches the
attention of the authorities naturally structure their stories to promote and
protect their own best interests. The first observation cautions the historian
against stereotyping Ukrainians in interwar Alberta on the basis of the
crime investigation files in the Attorney General's Department. The second
warns of potential problems with this material as an historical source. The
teenager who thought she had strained herself lifting and did not know she
was pregnant until consulting a doctor some five months later is perhaps
plausible; her seducer, she said, "told me he was trying not to have any
children.?" Less believable is the uncle who claimed ignorance of the
condition of the niece in his care until the doctor informed him the day she
delivered a full-term baby, and one suspects that he wanted to defend
himself from both criticism for inaction and rumours that he had fathered
the child," Other problems with the material have nothing to do with the
credibility of the actors. Sentences like UHe inserted his penace [sic] into my
private parts" and "You told my learned friend that you called your sister a
hoar [sic]" question the literacy skills of the police and court officials
creating the written record," Incompetent or biased interpreters intruded
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more seriously on proceedings. Pressed by the judge to get an alleged rape
victim to recount her experience in detail, one interpreter insisted that
"pregnant" was "rather a hard word" to translate." A witness's imperfect
English, especially without a translator, further complicated the court's
efforts to arrive at the truth. It put the plaintiff at a decided disadvantage
when she lacked the vocabulary to describe her sexual assault or to under
stand the precise meaning of terms like "intercourse."!'

Regardless of such limitations, the sworn statements and testimony of
the principals in a case, their families, and neighbours registered what
people either believed the truth or wanted to have believed was the truth,
and thus how they ordered and perceived their world. Furthermore, while
the files under examination constitute official records generated and main
tained by the Anglo-Canadian establishment, the actions they documented
differed significantly from liquor-related offenses that arose from govern
ment agents or police officers campaigning against illicit stills.12 Indecent
assault, carnal knowledge, seduction, rape, and wife-beating charges were
initiated by Ukrainians against other Ukrainians. As women acted on their
own behalf, or as husbands and fathers spoke for wives and daughters, they
defined what Ukrainians - and not mainstream society - considered impor
tant, morally or legally right and wrong, and in need of "justice." In presenting

,their claims, they furnished inadvertentbutvaluable insights into the function
ing and mindset of the rural Ukrainian bloc settlement as peasant tradition
jostled with the values of industrialized North American society.

Emigration and education had not yet alienated Ukrainians from centu
ries-old rituals and superstitions that governed life and conditioned the
peasants' attitudes and behaviour." For example, despite modernity on
Ukrainian farmsteads that the telephone and Eaton's catalogue signalled,
belief in magic survived. A woman explained that she contaminated her
neighbour's well with dead chickens and rotten eggs because he had
changed himself into a mouse and stolen a sack of her grain, then turned
into a horse and ridden off with it.14The complainant in a seduction trial
testified that when she rejected the suggestion made by the father of her
child that she induce a miscarriage by jumping off the hayloft, he instructed
her to tie red string around her wrists and legs and she would escape
unharmed.IS In another incident, a farmer dragged his wife of thirty years
off the wagon into the bush, tied her up, and struck her - demanding to
know where she had learned "those mysterious things," and threatening to
rape her with a stick if she did not confess "how your sister learned you to
be a witch." This accusation of witchcraft appeared to arise from a power
struggle within the marriage, for the man later complained that for nine
months "since our trouble commenced" his wife hadbeen "very-angry" and
"against my wi11.,,16 Finally, a recent immigrant denied any responsibility
for a schoolgirl's pregnancy. "How did you get that way?" he demanded,
"Did you take a magnet off me?,,17

A late-night fracas in an Edmonton rooming house, in which a female
resident struck a visitor from Smoky Lake with a poker, reveals the survival
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of magic in another context - continued belief in the potency of a curse.
When the case reached court, the judge was astonished to learn that the man
considered his assailant's exclamation, "Lightening [sic] strike you here," to
be swearing and part of his injuries." A squabble over a haystack in a
long-standing property dispute near Chipman saw a son actually charged
with assaulting his father, not only by hitting him on the nose but also by
calling him "dirty names." "Nick," the father explained, "called me a thief.
. . . he said also your mother is a hour[whore]."19 A curse or name calling was
particularly inflammatory if it involved sexual prowess or impropriety. In
a second violent altercation over hay, stored on land the complainant's wife
rented to the accused, her husband admitted to taunting the man, but only
after "he called me a balled [sic] headed prick.,,20 When several men called
a woman "filthy names" on her return from the toilet at a country dance, her
brother leaped to her defence. Whether to emphasize his chivalry or to
justify losing the ensuing brawl, he explained that "if I could have got a
fence post I would have got the best of it. ... It was not right that he called
my sister a dirty fool" (her testimony specified "whore" and "dirty son of a
bitch")." But an image of retiring womanhood relying on male initiative
and gallantry to defend its honour would be a misreading of Ukrainian
peasant society. Women not only appreciated the power of a curse but also,
quite literally, fought their own battles. This was clearly demonstrated
when a Fort Saskatchewan-area farm wife took a club to her neighbour after
she ran into heryard yelling, "You blind woman without ovaries.v'"

Yet old-world superstitions and practices faced competition from new
values, reflecting the impact of immigration and Anglo-Canadian influ
ences. The changing worldview of Ukrainian women entailed a reassess
ment of both their self-image and their rights as human beings. According
to folklorist Robert Klymasz, the folksongs composed by Ukrainian immi
grant women in Canada - a sensitive barometer of popular opinion 
shifted from "balladic outpourings" to become "more outspoken in [their]
opposition to the woman's traditionally subordinate position in the Ukrain
ian family and community.T" One folksong in particular - rife with
anglicisms and preserved in the collective memory of its unknown creator's
female contemporaries - revealed how some women internalized and
interpreted female emancipation as a Canadian concept. The author de
scribes how her husband beat her, how she eventually had enough, and
how she ran away to a woman friend who "knew the law real well" and
immediately called the police. Now, she is enjoying herself while her
husband languishes in jail: "And when he comes out he'll know that he
should show respect for a ladyI"24 Too few sources in their own words exist
to reconstruct the process by which individuals cut off physically and
linguistically from mainstream society learned about Anglo-Canadian no
tions of womanhood and womanliness, or to determine precisely what a
Ukrainian immigrant understood by "lady." But Alberta's crime investiga
tion files reinforce the message of the anonymous folksong through a
handful of women who refused to endure further physical abuse. Equally
significantly, these women perceived the Canadian justice system not as an
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alien interloper in the Ukrainian community or their lives but as an ally to
enlist on their behalf. When assaulted by her husband at the breakfast table,
a Vilna woman testified, "I told him for to be careful with the knife or I will
put him in the Court for that." Undeterred by his threat to kill her on his
release from jail if she did, she had a charge laid." After her husband beat
her with a broom handle and knocked her to the floor while she was nursing
the baby, another wife matter of factly testified, "as soon as I could get up I
went and phoned the Police.,,26 The actions of these two women reflected
the influence of the Canadian environment, but they also drew on estab
lished practices in their homeland. Ukrainian women in Galicia, for exam
ple, also took steps to escape intolerable situations, initiating the great
majority of interwar petitions requesting the Greek Catholic Church to
dissolve unhappy marriages.27

Ukrainian men, more exposed to the Anglo-Canadian world through
work, also exhibited new values. Some -like the defendant in a seduction
trial who declared he would not marry the girl because she could not read
or write - were clearly status conscious and upwardly mobile." The
expectant mother in another seduction case testified that the father of her
child promised to marry her if she first went to the nearby Methodist
mission "to learn to cook and talk.,,29 Other men absorbed less savoury
prejudices of Anglo-Canadian society. Fisticuffs erupted at the church in
Star, for example, after the accused asked the complainant what "he meant
by spreading the storx around that he, accused, was a halfbreed and that his
sister was a nigger." 0 But if Ukrainians quickly identified and disparaged
those beneath them in Canada's emerging ethnic hierarchy, using racial
taunts to score off an enemy, a domestic dispute between a well-known
moonshiner and his wife shows they were more circumspect when it came
to those above them. The confrontation occurred in front of several wit
nesses, including a non-Ukrainian neighbour who had reluctantly come to
the house at the entreaty of the distraught wife. One of the Ukrainians
present testified that the accused "throwed the bread and meat" at his wife
and said he was prevented only by the presence of Bob Coleman from
throwing more. Her husband's exact words, the woman recalled, were: "If
it was not for this Englishman here I would show you how I'd fix yoU.,,31

Canadian attitudes had a more positive impact as well. While Ukrainian
parents were criticized by Anglo-Canadians and the Ukrainian pioneer
intelligentsia alike for apathy towards education - particularly of girls
destined for matrimony - more than one father objected to the marriage of
a pregnant daughter on the grounds that she was too young or still in
school." Girls themselves reinforced the notion that schooling was impor
tant. The girl who supposedly took a magnet off her seducer had been
attacked on the way home from a concert at the local school. Before he
knocked her down, she told the court, "Panko said he wanted to marry me
and I said I don't want to get married because I am a scolar [sic] yet." One of
the most telling instances of new values, or at least of female rebellion
against traditional roles and parental expectations, involved a young
woman who poisoned her father's cattle by putting lye in their feed because
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she was angry about $20he accused her of stealing. She had worked for nine
years, she explained; her father had taken all her wages and given her
nothing for her wedding, so she wanted to see him with nothing toO.33

The coexistence of old-world and new-world value systems clearly
indicates that the Vegreville bloc remained an immigrant society in transi
tion. After some thirty years in Canada, Ukrainians had discarded muchbut
not all of their peasant past. Certain observances, as the puzzled lawyer for
a youth charged with seduction learned, were tenaciously kept. His client,
even when arrested, wanted to marry the underaged girlbut was prevented
by her mother, who "would not permit the marriage during a Russian [sic]
holiday season" (she proved perfectly amenable once the pre-Christmas
lenten period had ended)." The religious calendar joined the agricultural or
seasonal calendar in ordering Ukrainians' world. Time was measured and
events pinpointed not by the dates and months demanded by Canadian
courts and modern urbanized society but by the yardsticks of preindustrial
Christian communities. One girl recalled that the hired hand who seduced
her had begun to work for her father"about Ruthenian New Year," a second
that her rapist left her father's employ "after the spring work.,,35 Others
testified that sexual intercourse had occurred "about a week after the
Ruthenian Easter," "during shooting time, I don't remember what month,"
"on the church holiday (Safat)," "two weeks before St. Peter holiday,"
"when people were putting the potatoes in.,,36 Parents first suspected
something wrong "about the time we were digging potatoes," "about two
weeks after the Russian [sic] Xmas," during "spring work they were
ploughing and seeding.T" That Ukrainians adhered to the Julian calendar
and not the Gregorian (which they identified as "Polish," underlining how
the old country continued to define the outside world) further com~licated
matters for a legal apparatus intent on establishing time and place. 8

From the perspective of the female victim of a sex crime, inability to
furnish the type of precise information the law required could be disastrous.
In the case of the young woman whose uncle disclaimed all knowledge of
her pregnancy, the police found insufficient evidence existed to proceed
with the seduction charge:

No further proof can be got as to the complainant's age, she does not
possess a birth certificate, just her own statement that she is twenty in
September coming. ... complainant cannot give any definite time or
date as to when her marriage with the accused was to take place.... she
cannot speak one word of English and has no idea what month week or
day the intercourse took ~lace, denies having intercourse with any
person except the accused. 9

Sometimes, without the village priest to keep the peasants' records for
them, the upheaval of emigration and pioneering meant that events like the
birth of a baby had never been registered or were subsequently forgotten.
Such negligence had significant repercussions in seduction and carnal
knowledge cases, where the alleged victim's age was crucial. One investi
gating officer did his best. The girl's father, he wrote, testified that
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he really did not know how old Yowdoha was, but stated that he has
been in Canada since 1899 and that after a little while his girl Annie was
born and three years afterwards Yowdoha was born. According to
Land Office statistics ... [Xl ... filed on his farm in 1901 and he had one
daughter, and three years afterwards would give him Yowdoha, and
this would make the girl just about 15 years in a few more months.l"

A judge threw out a seduction charge after the fifteen-year-old girl, the
eldest of ten children, admitted on cross-examination to prior intercourse
with the accused, ruling out either chastity or rehabilitation. Defence coun
sel's attempt to trip up the mother over her daughter's age, however, shows
how much the act of moving half way around the world defined people's
lives. The woman remembered neither the date nor time of year of her
marriage some twenty-five years earlier, but she knew exactly how old her
daughter was, "because I came to Canada in 1903 and she was born two
years later."?'

Nowhere were two not-always compatible value systems more visible
than in Ukrainian-Canadian attitudes towards marriage. Twenty of twenty
five seduction charges formally read "under promise of marriage," and a
good proportion of the carnal knowledge and rape cases also involved a
promise of marriage on the part of the accused. If the girls' versions of
events are to be believed, it was this guarantee or understanding that
convinced them to agree to sexual intercourse. Many subsequently de
scribed their hesitancy, shame, fear, incomprehension, or confusion at the
act itself. In other respects, their responses serve as a reminder of the need
to approach past phenomena within the proper cultural context rather than
the prejudices of the historian's own society. These girls saw themselves not
as violated children but as young women ready for marriage. One twelve
year-old described how the accused had had intercourse with her when she
went to his place: "We had arranged to get married next year, after Xmas we
were to be married the accused said. I was satisfied.... I like the accused and
would like to get married to him. I think that we can make a good home.T"

While this girl was exceptionally young, the files under review confirm
that early marriage for girls was accepted and normal among Ukrainians in
the Vegreville bloc." Statistical findings support this. Through World War
lone-third of Greek Catholic brides in the area married at sixteen or
younger, and fully three-quarters were under twenty (in Alberta as a whole
in the same period only one-third of brides were under twenty). In the early
1920s a massive shift benefited the seventeen to nineteen age group in
particular, so that at midpoint in the decade some two-thirds of girls were
marrying in their late as opposed to mid-teens." But while delayed mar
riage signified changing attitudes, sex-crime cases show that tradition
persisted. Well into the 1920s, as girls agreed to arranged marriages or
marriage to men they scarcely knew, economic considerations and parental
pressure over love and free choice remained major determinants inconjugal
unions. One would-be groom (whom his targeted bride had never seen)
arrived at her parents' house at ten o'clock at night with his witness, who
would testify that the man "was going to look at the girl and if he like that
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girl he was going to marry her." Presumably he liked her, for he proposed
- and, in a Ukrainian version of bundling, proceeded to have intercourse
in the upstairs bedroom after she accepted. "Everybody wanted us to get
married," the girl later explained, adding, "I wouldn't have had connection
with him if he hadn't promised to marry me." When the man failed to
appear for the wedding, charges of seduction were laid. The preliminary
hearing prompted a change of heart and he agreed to the match, only to
discover that the girl had also reconsidered. "I don't see what is the use of
me getting married to him," she declared under cross-examination, "if he
said he would give me a licking every day.?"

Her resolute stance shows that Ukrainian girls were not simply bystand
ers as others decided their future or they acquiesced in family and commu
nity expectations. Rather, they developed a range of strategies to negotiate
power and to control their own destiny. Some refused to have sexual
relations without a wedding ring on their finger; others spumed the offer of
marriage that accompanied the sexual assault or was extended after preg
nancy resulted. "I don't want to marry him," one pregnant young woman
protested, informing the court that the man had proposed when a charge of
carnal knowledge loomed. Either external pressure or the social and eco
nomic consequences of single motherhood outweighed her resistance,
however, as the pair eventually wed." A second pregnant girl, apparently
valuing independence over respectability conferred by a husband, took no
action until seven months after her sexual assault because "I was working
in Vegreville and did not want to lose my position.?"

Most striking in the depositions and testimony of the female "victims" of
sex crimes is a calculating practicality designed to look after their own best
interests, reflecting a tum of mind and culture that attached significance to
land and material goods as a sign of security and status. A sixteen-year-old
who successfully resisted the sexual advances of the man charged with her
abduction, after he had told her Edmonton employer he had come to take
her home to the farm, made her priorities clear. "He bought me a hat," she
told the court:

I was perfectly willing to stop with him if he let me alone. He did not
promise to give me any money if I kept quiet. He was going to use the
money to buy a farm when we got married. I told him if he would buy
a farm we would get married, and he paid a deposit of $60 on a farm. He
told me he had paid the deposit. After we went home [to Radway] he
came to my father and said he had bought a farm and after Easter we
would get married. He wanted to get married while we were at the hotel
[in Edmonton] and I said not till you have a farm and then we will be
married, after Easter. I did not have a good time in Edmonton. I was all
played OUt.48

In another case, the woman's age - she was twenty-nine - and the fact
that she was physically handicapped undoubtedly influenced her decision
to accept a stranger's lure:

The people I was working with were away and he told me to come to
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have a look at his place and told me he would give me [one-half] his
farm if I married him. When he asked me to go to his place I got ready
and went to his place and after I looked at his place I agreed to get
married with him and in the evening he asked me to go to bed with him.
I told him that after I am married to him I will go to bed with him, but
he insisted that I was his now and I had to go to bed with him. He said
that we could go the next day to Mundare and get married.... I told him
I would go to bed after he married me and gave me half the farm.... I
could not fight with him as I have only one arm. 49

The next morning the man cancelled the marriage as his son opposed
signing over the land to the woman. Apparently her handicap was also a
factor, for she retorted, "I told him why did you bring me here? You saw I
was a cripple, you were at my place twice." Economic reality obliged her to
accept the $31 offered as conscience money; she knew she would lose her
housekeeping job, she said, "because I left the children alone and they
would cry."

If carnal knowledge, seduction, indecent assault, and rape cases show
Ukrainian girls acting in their own interests, the men involved were equally
motivated by selfish concerns. Besides the substantial offer of land or the
easy promise of marriage, inducements to win consent to intercourse
ranged from clothes, ribbons, oranges, and candy, to a trip to the movies."
But money, with five cents the base rate, seemed the preferred incentive and
pacifier. After an unsuccessful attempt at penetration, one girl testified, her
assailant gave her a nickel "to buy something with.,,51 Confronted by the
mother of the seventeen-year-old he had seduced and impregnated, a
neighbouring farmer reputedly retorted: "We don't owe you anything as I
paid you, five cents each time I did it.,,52 A hired hand charged with carnal
knowledge of a girl under fourteen not only disputed the complainant's
chastity, claiming she had admitted to being with "other boys" who had
paid for her favours, but also implied that any obligations on his part had
been discharged because"afterbusiness I gave her a dollar." The investigat
ing officer saw the incident differently. "The girl states," he wrote in his
report, that"the accused after ravishing this child laid a dollar bill on her leg
and told her not to tell her parents or anyone.T" The givers of such gifts
clearly regarded acceptance as both a contract for services and payment for
services rendered. In the men's minds - and more than one defence
counsel adopted the same position - it also absolved them of any future
moral or legal responsibility." The threat of discovery, however, could raise
the value of the transaction from the man's point of view. A girl who
struggled free of her captor's drunken fondling in her brother's livery barn
was offered $5 to keep quiet. She refused and ran to tell her family.55

The number of private bargains amicably struck or not exposed by
pregnancy to reach public notice in the courts will never be known. Nor will
the attitudes of the intended or actual recipients of the ribbons and nickels
before everything exploded and they felt compelled to present themselves
in the most positive light possible. Casual sex was perhaps the only way for
girls to acquire money and goods independently of the family. But a woman
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accosted by her neighbour early one morning while she was feeding the
pigs suggests that females placed their value somewhat higher than the
males who sought them out. She begged the man to leave her alone because
she was tired. UI told him that even if he paid me $10 I would not do it
[consent to intercourse]." An hour later her married daughter arrived to
help clear the garden:

I told her while we were cutting the cabbages, I told her I am tired. She
asked me what is the matter, and I said I don't know whether to tell you
or not. Then I told her that [accused] was abusing me. That is the reason
I am tired. I told her that he promised to buy me a shawl and my
daughter began to laugh."

On at least one occasion the male aggressor in a sexual assault enlisted
his superior knowledge of Canada, and Ukrainian immigrants' perverted
image of a "fri kontri" (free country) where no restrictions applied." to
subdue a reluctant partner. In tackling his neighbour, a recent immigrant
out fencing while her husband was in Edmonton, the would-be rapist
explained that this was Canada and he could do as he wanted. His assault
had serious economic consequences for the needy couple, who rented their
farm, as the woman's fear of staying alone subsequently prevented her
husband from seeking outside work.58 Recent immigrants were not alone in
having their ignorance of the new homeland exploited, or in feeling uncer
tain about their rights. In 1926 a woman confined to the farm since her
arrival in Canada and marriage thirteen years earlier was twice waylaid by
a neighbour lad on the public trail that crossed his parents' property. After
the first encounter, she testified,

I was very scared and ashamed.... I thought I would forgive him for his
act and would not mention it to anybody. Iwas unable to speak English
and in a new country and did not know the language and did not wish
to make trouble at home or have the public laugh at me. When I got
home from the store I was shaky and nervous at my work.... The next
day my husband said there was something the matter with me as I was
shaky and looked different but I was afraid to mention anything as I
thought he would beat me and I would suffer for the rest of my life.59

Despite her shame and fear, this woman proved no passive victim. On the
second occasion she told her attacker "to go to Hell" and "hoped the
lightening [sic] would strike him dead." She also informed her husband (the
record does not say if he did, in fact, beat her), as well as the culprit's mother
(who said she should have pulled his eyes out). And when neither of them
gave her satisfaction, she took matters into her own hands:

After he ran after me the second time I knew that he would bother me
in the future right along and I would not stand for it. When I saw that
my husband was not taking this matter very seriously, I started to talk
amongst the neighbours and to get advice what was the best thing to do
and if it was the law in Canada that a man could attack anybody he likes
and I was advised to report the matter to the police, that if a man does
anything like that he will be punished and the following day my
husband went to make a complaint. ... I told all the neighbours I met
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about this trouble, since which all the women who were using this path
avoid it or use it when they have somebody with them. 60

This woman's story raises several important issues. First, it says much
about women in her position, unfamiliar with Canadian law and prey to
unwanted attentions. Second, for she was not unique in making her case
public, it illuminates how Ukrainians in the rural bloc settlement dealt
informally with illicit sexual liaisons and their consequences. Lastly, it
offers insight into how the various parties in a grievance mobilized and
actively involved the community in settling or arbitrating their disputes.

Immigrant women - isolated on the homestead, often illiterate in their
own language, for the most part certainly illiterate in English - were at a
decided disadvantage when it came to seeking outside help or "justice."
Victims of domestic violence especially could not look to their husbands to
initiate proceedings or to guide them through an unfamiliar and often
bewildering legal apparatus. The plight of the woman beaten for being a
witch, for example, reached official attention only because her daughter
wrote an aunt, asking her to tell the police." One would expect the Cana
dian-born or raised generation to be more skilled in dealing with the outside
world, but the bloc and farm also isolated adolescents. As late as 1928 a
nineteen-year-old did not know her postal address; queried to ensure she
appreciated the gravity of an oath, another girl knew only that the Bible was
a book; a third girl, tricked by her seducer to believe that the piece of paper
she signed properly married them, defiantly insisted that she knew what
weddings were, she had been to them." Notwithstanding such "enlighten
ing" agencies as the public school, or even their own churches, the female
world was often circumscribed.

In addition, women were left vulnerable by a rural and pioneering
lifestyle that took men from the farm and parents from the house, sent
children into lonely pastures, and featured foot traffic along country roads
or trails. Eight rape cases involved women whose husbands were away
working; three girls had been babysitting younger siblings while their
parents went to the store, to church, or visiting; two girls had been out
fetching the cows, and two girls had been walking home from a dance.
Three incidents occurred at community functions. At least one man pro
posed a liaison preciselybecause the woman's husband wouldbe away and
they would have "all kinds of chances.v'" Males exploiting long- or short
term parental absences constituted the largest group of accused malefactors
in carnal knowledge cases (eight). This pattern tempers the image of
women's isolation, as wives accompanied husbands on their journeys, but
it reinforces the perils facing daughters left at home. The hired hand figured
conspicuously in every type of sex offense; virtually all other defendants
were well-known neighbours.

If neighbours began the trouble, neighbours also participated in its
publicity and resolution. When the woman who balked at being accosted on
the footpath complained to the lad's family, the family urged her not to talk
about the affair so they would not be publicly mortified for raising "that
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kind of boy." This presumably referred to his age, as the woman's husband
later chided him that "it was not right for a young boy to go after an old
woman" (she was thirty-three). The husband had also preferred to suppress
the matter and deal with the lad privately, and was upset when his wife
went over his head to seek advice from the neighbours. That she broadcast
his reluctance to take action, causing him to lose face and be sharply
lectured on his duty, he found particularly galling. Neighbours were thus
viewed in two lights - one supportive and desirable; the other interfering,
censorious, constricting. Often the two roles overlapped. One husband's
perceived public humiliation triggered a fight with his wife when he
returned home from church and ordered his visiting sister-in-law to leave
because "she had been telling the neighbours that I had not been with my
wife for 6 months that I ran away from her." The wife declared her sister
would stay, and announced that she herself, likely in a bid to rally commu
nity opinion, had publicized their situation."

That the community was prepared to intervene and take sides in domes
tic disputes is indicated by a letter to the attorney general requesting the
early release of a husband jailed for beating his wife. The man, his lawyer
wrote, was a farmer and property owner with several head of livestock and
thirty-five acres of grain. Incarceration would be ruinous, "a more serious
loss to the country" than the husband's correction, for even if guilty he was
"not a criminal in the ordinary sense." The lawyer elaborated:

From what I could gather the quarrel ... arose over the unchastity or
suspected unchastity of [the wife], and her behaviour with two other
men of that settlement, which may not be justification for him evoking
the plea of the unwritten law, but in these farming communities some
times things are done in a passion, and with outsider's influences, more
particularly in a case of this kind, are brought to bear on the wife to have
the husband incarcerated and out of the way for a couple of months.f

Ignoring the lawyer's sexism to focus on his primary complaint, meddling
"outsiders," the truth is that these anonymous individuals were really
"insiders," friends and neighbours and fellow Ukrainians. Moreover, the
ethnic community they represented would determine if and when the real
outsider - the Anglo-Canadian law - became involved in its affairs. After
a Radway couple were charged with confining their severely handicapped
son in a chicken coop, for example, the local teacher (himself Ukrainian)
pleaded with the attorney peneral to deny the rumour he had been the one
to notify the authorities.6 The ethnic community also expected Anglo
Canadian law to do right by it. Although admittedly not an impartial
observer, the lawyer, consulted by a father whose daughter's seducer had
his conviction quashed on a technicality, twice wrote the attorney general to
say he had been sought out by concerned individuals from the district.
Persistent rumours about no retrial, they had cautioned, were having "a
rather disquieting effect on the neighbours.Tf In a second case, news that a
Copernick-area youth had taken advantage of his parents' absence to
sexually assault a girl stopping at the house on her way home from school
soon circulated locally, and on his next visit the Greek Catholic priest was
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approached for advice. Meeting with several men after church, he advised
them "not to have such matters hushed up," and the girl's mother was told.
When insufficient corroboration brought a stay of proceedings, the girl's
family continued to campaign for justice through both the legal system and
community opinion, prompting the youth's lawyer to threaten the mother
and grandmother with a damage suit if they persisted in making "bad
statements" about his client, whose reputation in the community had
suffered as a result. The grandmother was particularly irresponsible and
provocative, boasting that she J'I could lay any charge she wanted" against
the youth "because itdid not cost her anything.t''"

Community sanctions and opinion could exert immense pressure. A
Chipman-area teenager, seduced by the hired hand, said nothing because
"he told me if Father found out he would not let me go anywheres, and
people would be laughing at me and Father was liable to kill me." Finally
convinced that the people were indeed talking about her, the girl agreed to
run away with the man.'" Shame and fear of J'I a licking" (which often proved
well founded) deterred many girls from telling their parents about un
wanted intercourse until pregnancy forced the issue. An attacker's threats
to "tell father" - or to "kill me," "shoot me," "cut my head off" - were
equally effective silencers. Yet someone told someone, for rumours and
gossip flourished as an underground grapevine turned a secret act between
two people into public property.

Frequently, a parent or husband first learned of a problem from this
grapevine. An Andrew-area father "never thought" his hired hand had
anything to do with his daughter "until I heard some of my neighbours
talking," whereupon he took the pregnant girl to a doctor/" The threshing
crew, a witness in a seduction trial recalled, had joked with the accused
about his girlfriend's condition. According to the investigating officer, the
witness knew "Nettie ... was pregnant having been told by [X] who
informed me that Mrs [Y],Nettie's sister, had told his wife."n A Vermilion
area husband remained ignorant of his seventeen-year-old wife's antics
while he was away threshing until he heard gossip "in the settlement"
several months later and confronted her. The police opposed a criminal
charge, citing the wife's history of misconduct, and one suspects that the
woman - who claimed she could not produce her tom skirt as evidence
because the cow had eaten it - professed rape to extricate herself from a
voluntary romance during her husband's absence." Another husband, who
admitted he was "awful mad" and "spoke rough to her" on finding out,
learned of the attempted rape of his wife at a dance; again, "the people were
talking."73 More than a year after intercourse began, a charge of rape with
consent extorted by threats or fear of bodily harm was laid when a woman's
husband returned to Smoky Lake from working elsewhere and "heard the
people talking" about his wife and the accused. Although sufficiently desper
ate to have written her husband to come home, the woman had not dared say
why because he was "bosh" and she was afraid he would beat her."

The most explicit indication of what J'I the people talking" actually meant
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comes from outside the Vegreville bloc. The wife of a Coalhurst miner
belatedly initiated a criminal charge against the couple's boarder, she
explained, after a neighbour woman told her the man had announced in the
Ukrainian hall (probably a labour temple) that "he was doing business with
me." Another meeting goer confirmed this. The accused, he testified,

said right in front of people, he was up on the platform, there was about
25 people there, and he said he had business with Mrs [X]. He said
before the people he had had the same with that woman just as if she
was his wife. I do not know why he said this. No one asked him to say
it. I heard that speech. There was reading of rules and these say we
should do right and we were talking about, and [accused] said he did
that. The society objected to his conduct and was against that business.
He said he have thatbusiness with that woman. He meant he had sexual
intercourse. He said "she is no good anyway. I have the business with
her." He said "Maeiu," the proper word to express sexual intercourse.
Everybody knew what it meant.75

The implications of community went much deeper than a forum for
gossip, rumour, and bragging about sexual exploits, or even the mobiliza
tion of public opinion in resolving personal disputes. As people tried to sort
out their problems, both "injured" and "guilty" parties formally involved
friends, relatives, and neighbours in enforcing communal standards. This
was particularly true of sexual liaisons and the shame and embarrassment,
loss of reputation, or unwanted pregnancy that either attended or ensured
discovery. In fact, it would appear that physical relationships outside
marriage became rape, seduction, carnal knowledge, or indecent assault
in other words, "sex crimes" to be decided by the Canadian courts - only
when Ukrainians' private system of justice failed. With respect to a preg
nant daughter, marriage presumably represented the ultimate form of
justice, and in an unknown number of instances a wedding would have
been arranged, amicably or otherwise. If need be, a seduction charge could
be brandished to help convince a recalcitrant young man that matrimony
was preferable to a trial and perhaps jail." But not all girls or their parents
saw marriage as the answer. One pragmatic father objected to his daughter
marrying the father of her child because the nineteen-year-old, his former
hired hand, had "no home of his own ... was a lazy useless fellow and
would not be able to support a wife.,,77 When marriage, for whatever
reason, was rejected, Ukrainians turned to the community, soliciting its
cooperation to correct the wrongs of sexual transgressions.

In such situations, whether giving redress or absolution, justice was
understood as concrete and personal, and not dispensed by a fine or prison
term imposed by the courts in the name of a nebulous Crown. To Ukraini
ans in the Vegreville bloc, justice in a "sex crime" meant a "settlement" or
monetary compensation, negotiated between the male perpetrator and his
female victim (or her parents or husband) either directly or with neighbours
and friends as intermediaries. Numerous agreements were undoubtedly
struck without being recorded. But unless the male refused to consider this
option, settlement was seen as the responsibility of the Ukrainian community,
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with mainstream society to be involved only if the community failed to
resolve the problems. Those rape, seduction, carnal knowledge, and inde
cent assault cases where a settlement was broached, or even purportedly
reached, reveal a set of values at odds with Canadian society and the
Canadian legal system.

While Canadian law defined a whole series of sexual irregularities as
criminal offenses to be prosecuted by the Crown on society's behalf,
Ukrainians treated them privately like civil offenses, with restitution made
directly to the victim. Moreover, in taking or threatening legal action, the
injured party in a "sex crime" seemed to assume that the Canadian courts
would also treat the matter as a civil suit dispensing material compensation.
When their neighbour subsequently charged with rape originally came to
settle, a Smoky Lake farmer told his nineteen-year-old wife that"she knew
what he had done to her and ... what to do to him. If he had done very bad
she could go to court and sue him.,,78 Rape charges were dismissed against
a Wahstao man on the grounds that the seventeen-year-old girl was known
to be prostituting herself in the district; according to the investigating
officer, the accused had had intercourse with her on several occasions"and
this time she was put in the family way and wanted him to pay her some
damages.t''" There is evidence that the perpetrators of "sex crimes" also
construed any wrongdoing on their part in a civil and not criminal light. "I
didn't kill anybody. I am not going to Gaol," an Edmonton meat-packing
plant worker quoted her seducer as saying when she confronted him with
her pregnancy and he refused to settle."

Even when couched in terms of innocent and wronged womanhood, the
notions of "damage" and "damages" bore a price tag, reducing women to
male or family property. Aided by an English-speaking accomplice who
posed as a detective, the Smoky Lake poolroom operator tricked a local
woman into intercourse. "He said if I did not go with him," she explained,
her fugitive husband "would be catched ... and then who would give bread
to me and my children." Hearing gossip on his return from the Drumheller
mines, the husband refused to sleep in the conjugalbed until he "knew what
was true," and informed the poolroom operator that "money could not
settle it, as it had spoiled my wife." Yet he accepted the $500 offered." In
another case, the attorney general's office recommended dropping charges
against an itinerantbeggar accused of raping a farm wife while her husband
skinned a cow a hundred yards away. The woman was strong and the man
crippled; he had readily admitted to intercourse (and paying $5); and the
woman's husband had admitted rejecting $30 to keep ~uiet because he
"would not settle it up for less than $500 for my shame." 2 Lastly, the girl
who had rebuffed her attacker's offer of marriage because she was still in
school was blunt about her priorities, even on cross-examination. On
discovering her pregnancy, she stated, she had demanded "$500 to get my
honor. He said he wouldn't give me anything because he didn't have
nothing and I said if you won't pay $500you'll pay me $1,000later." A letter
entered as evidence of blackmail had promised to"go further" (presumably
a criminal charge) if the man refused to settle. Something of the girl's plight,
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and the practical considerations motivating her actions, can be gleaned
from her comment: "I told him to give me a living or get married because I
had no place to stay."83

This girl moderates the image of women as male or family property,
ignored and irrelevant as fathers or husbands bargained over "damage"
and "damages." At times those most personally affected by the exposed
sexual relationship participated actively in the settlement process - con
sulted directly, allowed by their menfolk to accept or reject the payment
offered, taking the initiative. And in representing themselves, they gave
their own estimates of their worth. The girl, jilted at the altar after being
seduced by the stranger she had just agreed to marry, testified that she was
offered $500 to keep quiet. Under cross-examination her brother denied all
knowledge of her demanding $3,000 if the accused refused to marry her, or
telling him that the family wanted $3,000 in lieu of a marriage." Pressed by
a hostile defence, a Bellis farm girl, employed as a waitress in Edmonton,
refused to confess to asking for money in return for dropping a seduction
charge against the man she found out was married; counsel suggested she
had wanted $2,000 to settle the matter."

When an affair became public and a guilty man attempted to buy
absolution or the silence of his victim and her kin, and they in tum
demanded money as restitution or the price of keeping quiet, the female's
value moved well beyond the nickels and candy secretly proffered at the
time of intercourse. On both sides the sums quoted were no longer even five
or ten, but hundreds and thousands of dollars. Particularly if he opposed
marriage, an expectant father took the initiative in a financial settlement to
avoid a criminal charge of seduction, and not unnaturally he placed a high
value on his freedom. The father of one lad convinced the pregnant girl and
her parents to accept $500 because he "did not want any Court"; they
proceeded with the case when the money failed to materialize." A man who
accosted a girl on the road home from a dance and play at Ogal hall tried to
settle for $500, her brother-in-law testified, but she refused. Visited by his
pregnant neighbour and her brother, the youth whose initial advice had
been to induce a miscarriage by jumping off the hayloft, told the girl not to
cry: "I'll be at your place tomorrow evening and I'll make a settlement
everything quiet and good."88 For their part, an alleged seducer's or rapist's
victim and her family were not above using the threat of court action to
extract a financial settlement. One father asked the youth responsible for his
daughter's pregnancy if "he wanted to settle without going to lawsuit.T" A
young man tried for carnal knowledge stated that after the woman fled the
neighbourhood to avoid giving false testimony, her husband accused him
"amongst the people" of running away with her and "wanted to make a
settlement with me without going to court.,,90

But much more than a piece of blackmail or a spur-of-the-moment and
furtive response to discovery, a financial settlement represented an ac
cepted mechanism for rectifying the wrongs of illicit sexual liaisons. The
deliberate presence and involvement of "witnesses," who did not simply
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verify the agreement reached but first participated in its negotiation, attests
to the formal and public nature of the settlement process. Although he
rejected monetary compensation in favour of marriage for his pregnant
daughter, the courtroom testimony of one father suggests how well the
procedure and rules of the settlement process were understood in the
Ukrainian bloc. It also highlights the central, mediating role of the third
party, mistakenly identified by the court as the accused's "lawyers." The
man had come with his two witnesses, the father stated:

Q. Was anything said about sexual intercourse with the girl? A. There
was no use in talking to stir up the matter. Q. What matter were you
settling? A. I simply took it for granted that we knew because he came
down and wanted settlement. I took it for granted that we knew what
we were talking about. ... Q. Were you willing to discuss any settlement
by money? A. No .... Q. Did he suggest it? A. No he never suggested it.
Q. Did either of his lawyers [sic]? A. His witnesses said he wanted
financial settlement."

Known to both parties and representing one of them, a witness was
nevertheless not necessarily chosen for any expected partiality, suggesting
that status and respect were more important. One witness said he had to
drag out of the accused what exactly he was supposed to settle with the
farmer in question. When informed of the sexual advances made to the
farmer's fourteen-year-old daughter, he agreed to mediate - making the
offer of $50 that the accused considered aEpropriate, while the man himself
"stayed in the bush" outside the house. In another case, the local black
smith - who declined the accused rapist's request to mediate ("I told him I
could not be a judge in anything") - also had not known what he was being
asked to settle. The alleged victim in this instance, a woman only two years
in Canada, was the sole person to appear ignorant of a financial settlement
and its mechanism. She had not understood what her assailant and his
witness meantby damages or wanted by a settlement, she said, and had told
them that there had been no damage apart from her dress. The witness, she
continued, offered her and her husband $10, saying it was better "to pay
you poor people than some rich people getting it," and advocated a settle
ment "to save court" and to "save spending money on lawyers." Yet neither
the woman nor her husband were innocents. Under cross-examination they
vigorously denied prosecuting for money, and the husband specifically
denied telling anyone that the accused "would pay me for every day I lost
work," but the woman had already testified that her husband initially went
to the local justice of the peace to sue her attacker."

Although certainly thinking of his"client" in discouraging legal action,
the above witness also showed disdain for a foreign and rapacious Cana
dian judicial system. Other Ukrainians seemed anxious to involve the
Canadian legal establishment (if not the Canadian law) in the settlement
process. Still others, voicing doubts about the wisdom or legality of what
they were doing, recognized that their idea of justice contravened Canadian
practices and attitudes. The man who futilely hoped $5 would buy the
silence of the girl he assaulted in the livery barn testified at his rape trial that
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her father had immediately rushed out to demand $200 to settle; the father,
likely realizing this harmed his case, contradicted him in rebuttal." The
husband who refused to settle for less than $500for limy shame" ultimately
decided to consult a lawyer about accepting the sum he negotiated." The
Smoky Lake man and local poolroom operator who had tricked the farmer's
wife into intercourse jointly consulted a lawyer after the poolroom operator
said he could not afford the $1,000 the husband wanted and suggested four
town lots instead. But the pair told the Anglo-Canadian attorney, who inno
cently advised taking out a $500mortgage, only that the one owed the other
money. "I thought it over," the husband testified in self-justification, "and
thought that I oughtnot to settle it myself because there was a law in Canada. I
took the mortgage from himbecause it would be good evidence for me.?"

Ukrainians were not the only persons using the Canadian legal estab
lishment to legitimize the settlement process. There was also active coop
eration by members of the legal establishment to ignore the law on "sex
crimes" and seek monetary restitution for the injured party. Going with his
witness to confront the neighbour boy who had impregnated his deaf and
mute daughter, an Andrew farmer turned down $150 as .insufficient to
cover the hospital bill during the girl's confinement, and he refused to
consider a revised $250 settlement until he consulted his son in Edmonton.
Under urging from the son, whom the accused also asked to mediate IIso as
not to take the case to Court," the two parties did not settle privatelybut met
IIin Mr. Crump's office" to draw up an agreement. According to the son, the
lad "put down $700 there," upon which, the father testified, "Mr. Crump's
clerk said Imust sign a paper so that I must not say anything more about this
case among the people." The police summary of the young man's sub
sequent trial for carnal knowledge, while identifying different individuals,
revealed the extent of the collusion of the lawyers:

On advice [accused] received, he made settlement with the ... family for
$700and received an agreement drawnby R.G.Adams, that they would
not prosecute him for this offence. He later found that he had received
bad advice, he then started legal proceedings to regain his money and
had received judgment when it was blocked and the above charge laid
against him. For the defence, S.H. Bahlay and R.G. Adams, sworn,
stated, the ... family and [accused] had come to them to draw an
agreement that the ... family would not prosecute. This was done, $700
being amount of this, Adams received $400 and Bahlay $50 for their
services.97

More commonly, the Canadian legal establishment took a dim view of
Ukrainians' attempts to resolve IIsex crimes" according to their own defini
tion of the nature of the offense and rules for restitution. An exchange of
money represented not justice but an attempt to thwart it, and was not to be
condoned. When, for example, the lawyer for a man charged with seduction
entered a not guilty plea, saying the matter had been settled when his client
gave the girl $200, the judge refused to allow the case to be settled out of
court." And charges of rape laid by a young widow working as a chamber
maid in Edmonton were dismissed after she essentially admitted to bringing
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the charge because she feared pregnancy and was after a settlement e'What
can I do? I have got to work every day. I have ... two children to support").
She did not help her cause by interjecting "How much?" when defence
counsel asked if she wanted money or to send the man to jail."

One last point concerning Ukrainians' use of Canadian law to deal with
sexual offenses merits mention. The alleged rape victim who claimed the
cow had eaten the evidence raises the issue of false charges, made either to
hide a voluntary relationship or for some other reason. The handful of cases
where a false charge was proven or greatly suspected reveals a willingness
by families and husbands to exploit their daughters and wives for revenge
or material gain. A local furore over whether a young wife had died from
mistreatment by her husband provoked the investigating officer (not privy
to the community's secrets) to describe the affair as "a typical Galician case,
where the father-in-law ... tried to get ... [the husband] into trouble for
some petty grudge he bore him. ,,100 The judge threw out a carnal knowledge
case in which the defence argued that the girl's mother had let her sleep with
the accused, the hired hand, so that he would not quit and demand his
wages. Only some six months later, when the man was pressing her parents
for the $600 owed him, was an information laid. 101 A second carnal knowl
edge charge was dismissed under suspicions of a frame-up over debts the
girl's grandfather owed the accused; her uncle had also tried to bribe the
examining physician.i"

Finally, one false charge exploded in its instigator's face to tum a wife's
nightmare into a celebration of her liberation. Furious that his neighbour
had him jailed overnight after he drunkenly took his car joyriding, the
woman's husband accused the man of raping her. She told a convincing
story and he was convicted. But her conscience pricked her and she soon
confessed to perjury under pressure from her husband, who had beaten her
when he came home and threatened to keep beating her until she agreed to
the rape scenario. The woman's revised statement poured out three years of
misery enduring herhusband's violent rages, drunken rampages, and petty
tyrannies:

I bought a band for my hair and paid 25 cents for it, and when I put it on
the next day my husband grabbed me by the head and tore the band off
and put it in the stove, and I cried, my heart was so sore, and he told me
to stop cryingbut I couldn't, and he then took a strap and struck me over
the shoulders and back with it, and there was a witness to this and he
left six great bruises on me. One time I was with him in the car driving,
and he was mad and quarreling, and he speeded up the car to about 25
miles an hour and then pushed me out of the car onto the road, and Ihad
my right shoulder terribly hurt, and my shoulder and arm pain me still,
and sometimes I can hardly use it. On that same occasion I had a front
tooth knocked out but he took me to a dentist and had another one put
in, and it isn't paid for yet.103

She then described her attempt to run away between the preliminary
hearing and the trial to avoid lying in court, but had no money to go further
than Mundare where her husband found her three days later. Trusting his
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promise to always treat her well if she testified to rape, she returned home.
After the trial, however, her domestic situation worsened:

My husband was always afraid of what might happen to him over the
... case, and he told me that [accused] might take away the farm from
us, and he asked me to sign it to his father so we couldn't lose it. ... I
signed the paper, and now I guess the father has the farm, but he didn't
pay anything for it. I was terribly unhappy and my husband was
beating me all the time, and we had not much to eat, and I had no
clothes, and my heart was sore, and I had to do the work on the farm. I
worked in my bare feet and had no clothes to wear, I drove the drill and
the binder, and worked like a man, and I was thin and sick, and when
we threshed I had to sell the wheat which I hauled to Vegreville, and I
paid the thresh bill, and I couldn't stand it any longer and I took some
wheat to town and got $80 and that night I left and came to Edmonton.
I hated to leave the kiddies as I love them, but I couldn't take them with
me as I had no money, and I was afraid my husband would follow me
and kill me, and I got work in a house in Edmonton. ... [O]ne week
after, I saw Billy Elock the policeman and I told him all about my
husband and [his accomplice] and what they did to [accused], and I told
him how my husband had beat me and how he would kill me if he
could, and I asked him to help me.104

The woman concluded with a declaration, touching in its simplicity and
sense of release. Her solicitor, she said, had read her her statement; she
understood it, would swear to its truthfulness, and had made it of her own
free will. "I am happier now and I have gained 42 pounds since I left home
... and that is only six weeks ago yesterday."

Most certainly, countless disputes highlighting sex and gender in the
Ukrainian bloc settlement of interwar Alberta never reached the Canadian
courts to be arbitrated by the law of the new homeland. Those that did,
entering the realm of Canadian legal history as official "criminal cases,"
comment at length not only on the interaction of Ukrainian immigrant and
Canadian concepts of justice but also on the transitional world the bloc's
residents inhabited. Men and women confronted with domestic violence or
sexual irregularities were prepared to seek help from the Canadian judicial
system, but they looked first to their own community to air their grievances
and solve their difficulties. While women, both old and young, were often
shown in the process to be the naive and impotent objects of male aggres
sion, they often proved to be equally shrewd and forceful defenders of their
own interests.

NOTES

1. The Pylypczuk case received extensive coverage in the Vegreville Observer, the Edmonton
Journal, and the Edmonton Bulletin in March 1912.

2. See, for example, the novel The Foreigner (Toronto: Westminster Company, 1909), by
Charles W. Gordon (Ralph Connor); W.G. Smith, A Study in Canadian Immigration
(Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1920); and Charles Young, The Ukrainian Canadians: A Study in
Assimilation (Toronto: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1931).

3. See Gregory Robinson, "Rougher Than Any Other Nationality? Ukrainian Canadians and
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Crime in Alberta, 1915-29,"Journal ofUkrainian Studies16,nos. 1-2(Summer-Winter 1991):
147-79; also his "British-Canadian Justice in the Ukrainian Colony: Crime and Law
Enforcement in East Central Alberta, 1915-1929"(M.A. thesis, University of Alberta, 1992).

4. Cases involving Ukrainians form only a small part of the crime investigation files, housed
in the Provincial Archives of Alberta (Acc. 72.26), and accessed through an alphabetical
surname index (Acc. 72.82)that identifies the accused, the locality, and usually the nature
of the offense. The great majority of Ukrainian cases focus on theVegreville bloc; smaller
numbers originated in Edmonton, followed by mining communities like Drumheller and
the Crowsnest Pass. Crimes against morality and1or persons, dominated by assault, and
crimes against property together accounted for two-thirds of all Ukrainian cases; liquor
related offenses came next. Although these are public records, to protect the privacy of the
individuals and families concerned, no names appear in either the text of the article or the
notes.

5. Christine Worobec, "Temptress or Virgin? The Precarious Sexual Position of Women in
Postemancipation Ukrainian Peasant Society," in Beatrice Farnsworth and Lynne Viola,
eds., Russian Peasant Women (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992),
41-53, uses court documents and folksongs to examine a sexual double standard and
women's subordinate position in late nineteenth-century Russian Ukraine. There is no
comparable study of western Ukrainian territories, which contributed the bulk of immi
grants to Canada.

6. There is a growing body of historical literature, drawing heavily on court records, that
examines how gender has affected the treatment of women by the Canadian legal system.
Much of it deals specifically with sex crimes. The two major monographs are Constance
Backhouse, Petticoats and Prejudice: Women and Law in Nineteenth-Century Canada
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press and Osgoode Society, 1991);and Karen Dubinsky,
Improper Advances: Rape and Hetereosexual Conflict in Ontario, 1880-1929 (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1993). See also, for example, Carolyn Strange,
"Patriarchy Modified: The Criminal Prosecution of Rape in York County, Ontario,
1880-1930," in Jim Phillips et aI., eds., Essays in theHistoryofCanadian Law,vol. 5 (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1994),207-51; Joan Sangster, " 'Pardon Tales' from Magis
trate's Court: Women, Crime, and the Court in Peterborough County, 1920-50," Canadian
Historical Review74,no. 3 (1993):161-97;Karen Dubinsky, " 'Maidenly Girls' or 'Designing
Women': The Crime of Seduction in Turn-of-the Century Ontario," in Franca Iacovetta
and Marianne Valverde, Gender Conflicts: Essays in Women'sHistory (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1992),27-66; and on the Prairies, two articles by Terry Chapman, "Sex
Crimes in the West, 1890-1920," Alberta History 35, no. 4 (1987):6-21, and" 'Til Death Do
Us Part': Wife Beating in Alberta, 1905-1920," Alberta History36, no. 4 (1988): 13-22. A
smaller number of studies look at the impact of ethnicity and gender on the Canadian
legal system. They include Backhouse, Petticoats and Prejudice, for Natives; Carolyn
Strange, "Wounded Womanhood and Dead Men: Chivalry and the Trials of Clara Ford
and Carrie Davis," in Iacovetta and Valverde, Gender Conflicts, 149-88;and Karen Dubin
sky and Franca Iacovetta, "Murder, Womanly Virtue, and Motherhood: The Case of
Angelina Napolitano, 1911-1922," Canadian Historical Review 72, no. 4 (1991):505-32.

7. Provincial Archives of Alberta, Alberta Department of the Attorney General, Crime
Investigation Files (hereafter PAA), 72.26/2931, carnal knowledge under 18, Vermilion
1919. The case was never tried, the judge concluding that conviction was impossible, and
the couple (who were cousins) eventually married.

8. PAA, 72.26/6621, seduction under promise of marriage, Edson 1925; the young woman
was a recent Polish immigrant, the accused Ukrainian. In a separate case (72.26/5921,
assault, Edson 1924), the uncle successfully charged a neighbour with assault after a
verbal confrontation ended in violence; the Polish bridge builder had told the accused to
stop saying publicly that he was going to send for the police because the uncle was living
with his niece as man and wife.

9. PAA, 72.26/4956, rape (amended to carnal knowledge) over 14 under 16, Leduc (Dnipro)
1922; and 72.26/5329, assault occasioning actual bodily harm, Lethbridge 1923.
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10. PAA, 72.26/3928, rape, Edmonton 1921.

11. To describe her actual seduction one girl switched from English to an interpreter; PAA,
72.26/3878, seduction over 14 under 16, Carvel 1920. See also 72.26/1562, procuring a
miscarriage, Meanook 1917 (the parties' Ukrainian origins are not certain); 72.26/3928,
rape, Edmonton 1921;72.26/4491, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under
18), Edmonton 1921;and 72.26/6442, seduction under promise of marriage, Edmonton
1924 (where one witness called the young woman German, but the court interpreter,
identified as "Nick Sowchuk - Russian," was definitely Ukrainian).

12. The best discussion ofpolicing Ukrainians for moonshine is Robinson, "British-Canadian
Justice in the Ukrainian Colony," 138-73.

13. Samuel Koenig, "Ukrainians of Eastern Galicia: A Study of Their Culture and Institu
tions" (Ph.D.dissertation, YaleUniversity, 1935)is a good English-language introduction
to nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ukrainian peasantbeliefs and customs. On the
survival and adaptation of old-world superstitions and rituals in Canada, see, for
example, Robert' Klymasz, Svieto: Celebrating Ukrainian-Canadian Ritual in East Central
Alberta Through Three Generations (Edmonton: Alberta Culture and Multiculturalism,
1992); and Rena Hanchuk, "The Word and Wax: Folk Psychology and Ukrainians in
Alberta" (M.A. thesis, University of Alberta, 1990).More generally, see Orest Martynow
ych, Ukrainians in Canada: TheFormative Period, 1891-1924 (Edmonton: Canadian Institute
of Ukrainian Studies, 1991),91-100.

14. PAA, 72.26/6537, placing poison in wells, Vermilion 1925.

15. PAA, 72.26/6088, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Mundare
1924.

16. PAA, 72.26/2250, assault causing actual bodily harm, Andrew (Wostok) 1919.The man
was acquitted, even though the daughter testified that her mother could barely walk
when her parents arrived home.

17. PAA, 72.26/7427, seduction over 16under 18,Leduc 1926.Convicted and jailed when he
could not pay the fine, the young man faced deportation until his uncle (who guaranteed
his employment and good behaviour), a local "deputation of Ukrainians" to their MLA,
and the attorney general's office intervened. Ottawa agreed to delay action for a year,
despite the seriousness of the crime and the man's undoubted guilt.

18. See transcript (file incomplete) in PAA, 72.26/7531, assault occasioning actual bodily
harm, Edmonton 1927.

19. PAA, 72.26/3608, assault, Chipman 1921; see also 72.26/3607, unlawfully wounding,
Chipman 1921.

20. PAA, 72.26/3895, assault causing grevious bodily harm, Mundare 1921.

21. PAA, 72.26/7589, common assault, Tofield (Holden) 1927.

22. PAA, 72.26/5936, assault causing actual bodily harm, Fort Saskatchewan (Dalmuir) 1924.

23. Robert B.Klymasz, Folk Narrative among Ukrainian-Canadians in Western Canada (Ottawa:
Canadian Centre for Folk Culture Studies, 1973),24.

24. Recorded in Shortdale, Manitoba, 1963;ibid. 24-25.

25. PAA, 72.26/3539, assault wife and threaten to kill her, Vilna 1921.Found guilty, the man
was ordered to leave town and find work elsewhere, away from his wife.

26. PAA, 72.26/5659, assault and beat wife occasioning actual bodily harm, Tofield (Holden)
1921.

27. See the archives of the Consistory of the Greek Catholic Church in Lviv, Ukraine
(Tsentralnyi derzhavnyi istorychnyi archiv Ukrainskoi respublyky, Lvivskyi viddil, fond
201, opys 2a). Some 200 files deal with the validity and dissolution of marriages where
both partners were living, approximately another 100with the dissolution of marriages
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where one partner - usually the husband who had disappeared during the Great War or
military campaigns that followed - was presumed dead.

28. PAA, 72.26/3422, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21), Vegreville 1920.The
case was dismissed because of insufficient corroboration, but only on the promise of
marriage.

29. PAA, 72.26/4212, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Bellis1921.The judge
justified his not guilty verdict by noting that the witnesses appeared ignorant of the case,
that as intercourse had first occurred in a room where the girl's sister and brother-in-law
were sleeping he doubted she had tried to resist, and that the complainant had sworn an
affidavit saying the accused was not the father of her child. On the latter point, the girl
insisted she thought she was signing marriage papers, and only said another man was her
baby's father because the accused promised to marry her if she did.

30. PAA, 72.26/4429, wounding, Star 1922. For attempts to slur Ukrainian women by
insinuating sexual relationships with "Chinamen," see 72.26/2909, wounding, Radway
1920,and 72.26/1316, rape, Edmonton 1918.

31. PAA, 72.26/6238, assault wife with intent to do grevious bodily harm, Viking (Bruce)
1924.A stay of proceedings was entered to allow the wife to lay a common assault charge
which could be dealt with summarily.

32. See, for example, PAA, 72.26/298, seduction over 14 under 16, Radway 1916;72.26/907,
seduction over 14 under 16, Chipman 1917;72.26/1268, seduction, Vermilion 1917;and
72.26/4018, carnal knowledge over 14 under 16, Smoky Lake 1920. The father of a
pregnant daughter crippled since falling and hurting her back as a child did not think the
young woman was"fit to be married, or to have children"; 72.26/3412, carnal knowledge,
Bruderheim (Egremont) 1920.

33. PAA, 72.26/6906, wilfully place poison, to wit, lye in such a position to be easily partaken
of by cattle, Spedden 1925.

34. PAA, 72.26/7020, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Leduc
(Calmar) 1925.

\
35. PAA, 72.26/907, seduction over 14 under 16, Chipman 1917; and 72.26/2523, carnal

knowledge over 14 under 16,Vegreville 1919.

36. PAA, 72.26/372, carnal knowledge under 14, Fort Saskatchewan [1915-16]; 72.26/1428,
carnal knowledge over 14 under 16, Bruderheim 1917; 72.26/3422, seduction under
promise of marriage (under 21), Vegreville 1920;72.26/4956, carnal knowledge over 14
under 16, Leduc (Dnipro) 1922; 72.26/5783, rape, Smoky Lake 1922; and 72.26/6088,
seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Mundare 1924.

37. PAA, 72.26/2523, carnal knowledge over 14under 16,Vegreville 1919;72.26/4956, carnal
knowledge over 14 under 16, Leduc (Dnipro) 1922; and 72.26/6536, carnal knowledge,
Andrew 1924.

38. PAA, 72.26/907, seduction over 14under 16,Chipman 1917;72.26/4212, seduction under
promise of marriage (under 21), Bellis1921;and 72.26/6088, seduction under promise of
marriage (over 16 under 18), Mundare 1924. From outside the Vegreville bloc, see
72.26/2129, assault occasioning actual bodily harm, Lethbridge (Staffordville) 1919;and
72.26/4816, indecent assault, Blairmore (Bellevue) 1922.

39. PAA, 72.26/6621, seduction under promise of marriage, Edson 1925; insufficient evi
dence led to a stay of proceedings.

40. PAA, 72.26/639, carnal knowledge under 14, Wostok 1916. See also 72.26/6475, carnal
knowledge under 13, Chipman 1925;and 72.26/7427, seduction over 16 under 18, Leduc
1926.

41. PAA, 72.26/3878, seduction under promise of marriage (over 14 under 16), Carvel 1920;
see also 72.26/5976, seduction over 14 under 16,Vegreville 1924.

42. PAA, 72.26/1140, carnal knowledge under 14,Vegreville 1917.
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43. Six carnal knowledge cases involved married women. Of the remaining complainants,
eleven were under 14,five over 14under 16,one under 16, two under 18,and two over 20;
four had no age given. Eight alleged seduction victims were over 14 under 16, one was
under 14, nine were over 16 under 18, six were under 21, and one was 29. The great
majority (18/27) of rape charges involved married women; of the remaining complain
ants, one was under 12,one was 14,two were 15,one was under 16,one was under 18,one
was 18, one was 19, and one had no age given. Two indecent assault cases concerned
wives. Of the unmarried, two were 14, one was 17, and two had no age given.

44. For a fuller discussion of marriage patterns in the Vegreville bloc, based on the parish
registers of the Basilian Fathers in Mundare, see Frances Swyripa, Wedded to the Cause:
Ukrainian-Canadian Women andEthnicIdentity,1891-1991 (Toronto 1993),83-88.

45. PAA, 72.26/6416, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Leduc 1925.

46. PAA, 72.26/2931, carnal knowledge under 18, Vermilion 1919; see also, for example,
72.26/1084, carnal knowledge over 14 under 16,Wostok 1916.

47. PAA, 72.26/116, indecent assault, Vegreville (Wahstao) 1915.

48. PAA, 72.26/2085, abduction, Radway (Edmonton) 1918. See also, for example, 72.26/
2523,seduction under promise of marriage (over 16under 18),Vegreville (Kaleland) 1919,
in which the economic status of the youth and his family appeared to influence the girl's
decision making; and 72.26/7110, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under
18), Vegreville 1925, where the chambermaid tricked by the Anglo-Canadian cook at
Prince Edward Hotel into believing she was married testified that "he said he had a place
in Vancouver and ... would sign it over in my name if I became his wife."

49. PAA, 72.26/6414, seduction under promise of marriage, Mundare (Hilliard) 1925.

50. See, for example, PAA, 72.26/1084, carnal knowledge over 14 under 16, Andrew (Sun
land) 1917;PAA, 72.26/2280, attempted rape, Smoky Lake 1919;PAA, 72.26/2532, carnal
knowledge under 14, Daysland 1915; PAA, 72.26/3878, seduction over 14 under 16,
Carvel 1920; PAA, 72.26/4212, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21), Bellis
1921;and PAA, 72.26/4956, rape, Leduc (Dnipro) 1922.

51. PAA, 72.26/5215, carnal knowledge, Vegreville (Mundare) 1923;the accused was found
guilty of indecent assault.

52. PAA, 72.26/3656, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Vegreville 1920.

53. PAA, 72.26/5130, carnal knowledge under 14, Tawatinaw (Nestow) 1923.

54. Some men took steps to guard against unpleasant consequences, giving the woman
"pills" at the time of intercourse, for example, or promising "medicine" if/when she
became pregnant. See PAA, 72.26/5783, rape, Smoky Lake 1922;72.26/6088, seduction
under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Mundare 1924; 72.26/4491, seduction
under promise of marriage (over 16under 18),Edmonton 1921;and, although the parties'
Ukrainian origins are not certain, 72.26/1562, procuring a miscarriage, Meanook 1917.

55. PAA, 72.26/8220, attempted rape, Smoky Lake 1928; the man was found guilty of
indecent assault.

56. PAA, 72.26/4862, attempted rape (amended to indecent assault), Bellis1922.No charges
were preferred on the recommendation of the agent of the attorney general, who argued
that the evidence did not substantiate the information laid, that the parties did not think
things would go as far as they had, that the witnesses were unreliable.

57. The Ukrainian peasant immigrant's understanding of "fri kontri," particularly as it was
perceived by the Ukrainian immigrant intelligentsia, is discussed in Swyripa, Wedded to
theCause, 67-68.

58. PAA, 72.26/8457, attempted rape, Opal 1928.

59. PAA, 72.26/7176, carnal knowledge thereby committing rape, Waugh 1926.
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60. Ibid. At the subsequent trial, on the advice of the judge who stated it was the only way to
construe the evidence, a jury found the lad not guilty.

61. PAA, 72.26/2250, assault causing actual bodily harm, Andrew (Wostok) 1919.

62. PAA, 72.26/8522, rape, Lamont (Eldorena) 1928;72.26/6088, seduction under promise of
marriage (over 16 under 18),Mundare 1924;and 72.26/7110, seduction under promise of
marriage (over 16 under 18),Vegreville 1925.

63. PAA, 72.26/4862, attempted rape (amended to indecent assault), Bellis1922.

64. PAA, 72.26/2567, assault causing actual bodily harm, Leduc (Bulford) 1919. Charges
were not preferred on the order of the attorney general's office at the written request of
the wife, whose letter contained the following: "Since the date in question my said
husband has treated me well, and we have settled all our outstanding differences."

65. PAA, 72.26/1113, assault (wife beating), Boian 1917.

66. PAA, 72.26/7610, failure to provide the necessities of life, Radway 1927. The teacher
claimed to know "nothing about the child or anything about the family affairs except
what I have learned through the papers," which suggests that he was perhaps himself an
"outsider," or not native to the district.

67. PAA, 72.26/4696, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Vegreville
(Kaleland) 1922.

68. PAA, 72.26/7649, carnal knowledge under 14,Bruce 1927.This was not the only instance
where the priest played an active role in bringing sexual impropriety into the open; see
also, for example, 72.26/4696, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18),
Vegreville (Kaleland) 1922.

69. PAA, 72.26/907, seduction over 14 under 16,Chipman 1917.

70. PAA, 72.26/5625, carnal knowledge under 14, Andrew 1923.

71. PAA, 72.26/7427, seduction over 16 under 18,Leduc 1926.

72. PAA, 72.26/277, rape, Vermilion 1915;no information was laid.

73. PAA, 72.26/8091, attempted rape, Edwand 1927.

74. PAA, 72.26/5783, rape, Smoky Lake 1922.Due to the weakness of the evidence to convict,
a stay of proceedings was ordered.

75. PAA, 72.26/4414, carnal knowledge, Coalhurst 1922;both parties seemed anxious not to
proceed and the charge was dropped. "Maiu" literally means "I have"; witnesses in the
documents also use "iebaty" for intercourse, which corresponds to the English "to fuck."

76. See, for example, PAA, 72.26/4696, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under
18),Vegreville (Kaleland) 1922.

77. PAA, 72.26/5625, carnal knowledge under 14, Andrew 1923;after hearing the witnesses
for the prosecution, the accused changed his plea to guilty. One police inspector disap
proved of the marriage that caused a seduction charge to collapse, complaining that "the
ends of justice have been defeated" and insisting that the youth be forced to repay the
money wasted bringing him back from British Columbia; 72.26/7020, seduction under
promise of marriage (over 16 under 18),Leduc (Calmar) 1925.

78. PAA, 72.26/2280, rape, Smoky Lake 1919;the wife refused the $30offered and demanded
$75 instead.

79. PAA, 72.26/4739, rape, Bellis (Wahstao) 1922.According to the crime report, after the girl
miscarried her mother told a relative that they had only been playinga joke on the accused
about getting her pregnant.

80. PAA, 72.26/6442, seduction under promise of marriage, Edmonton 1924. Although the
complainant was identified as German, the accused as Austrian and Roman Catholic, and
the court interpreter as Russian, Anglo-Canadian ignorance of central and eastern Europe
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casts at least the two men's identities into doubt. From their surnames, the interpreter was
most certainly Ukrainian, the accused perhaps so.

81. PAA, 72.26/3500, carnal knowledge, Smoky Lake 1920.

82. PAA, 72.26/5172, rape, Smoky Lake 1923.

83. PAA, 72.26/7427, seduction over 16under 18,Leduc 1926.

84. PAA, 72.26/6416, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Leduc 1925.

85. PAA, 72.26/3365, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Edmonton
1920.

86. PAA,72.26/5335, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Calmar 1922.See also,
for example, 72.26/1316, rape, Edmonton 1918; the seventeen year old, separated from
her.husband, who charged her Serbian rooming house employer with rape testified that
the man's court interpreter (also Serbian) had offered her money not to proceed with the
case.

87. PAA, 72.26/5042, rape, Opal 1923. In his own defence the man said that the girl had
offered him whiskey at the dance and promised /Isomething more" if he walked her
home; he was acquitted.

88. PAA, 72.26/6088, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Mundare
1924.

89. See, for example, PAA, 72.26/2931, Vermilion, carnal knowledge under 18,1919.

90. PAA, 72.26/6729, carnal knowledge, Vegreville 1925;the guilty verdict was overturned
on appeal and a stay of proceedings entered. See also 72.26/667, rape, Redcliff 1917;the
miner testified that on the night he allegedly raped his landlady's wife her husband
promised to say nothing in return for $500.

91. PAA, 72.26/3422, seduction under promise of marriage, Vegreville 1920.See 72.26/3656,
seduction under promise of marriage (under 21), Vegreville 1920, for an example of a
mother deliberately taking witnesses to confront the man responsible for her daughter's
pregnancy and to arrange a settlement.

92. PAA, 72.26/5500, attempted rape (amended to attempted indecent assault), Eldorena
1923.News of the assault had apparently not reached the girl's father, for he seemed not
to know what the witness had come to settle.

93. PAA, 72.26/8457, attempted rape, Opal 1928.

94. PAA, 72.26/8220, attempted rape, Smoky Lake 1928.

95. PAA, 72.26/5172, rape, Smoky Lake 1923.

96. PAA, 72.26/3500, carnal knowledge, Smoky Lake 1920.

97. PAA, 72.26/6536, carnal knowledge, Andrew 1924;the man was found guilty.

98. PAA, 72.26/6416, seduction under promise of marriage (under 21),Leduc 1925.

99~ PAA,72.26/3928, rape, Edmonton 1921.

100. See PAA, 67.172/599, inquest files,Myrnam 1914.

101. PAA, 72.26/2523, seduction under promise of marriage (over 16 under 18), Vegreville
(Kaleland) 1919.

102. PAA, 72.26/6840, carnal knowledge under 14,Leduc (Conjuring Creek) 1925.

103. PAA, 72.26/6729, carnal knowledge, Vegreville 1925.

104. Ibid.



"The Country is a Stern Nurse":
Rural Women, Urban Hospitals and the Creation of a

Western Canadian Nursing Work Force, 1920-1940

Kathryn McPherson

ABSTRACT. Throughout the interwar years, women from rural Manitoba, Saskatchewan and
Alberta, facing limited opportunities in their home communities, travelled to Manitoba's
urban centres to train and work as nurses. For some the move was permanent, as rural women
took advantage of the demand for trained nurses in growing urban health systems. Others
returned to the country where they provided a vital source of skilled medical attendance for
poorly serviced rural districts. Despite the important role they played, nurses often found rural
health care markets inhospitable to single working women and, in response, nurses often
justified their presence there in terms of missionary service to marginal populations of rural
society. In exploring the experiences and ideological constructions of these working women,
this article argues for a reconceptualization of rural-urban relationships that takes seriously the
gendered structures of city and countryside.

SOMMAIRE. Entre les deux guerres, plusieurs femmes des regions rurales du Manitoba, de la
Saskatchewan et de l'Alberta, privees de debouches interessants dans leur region natale, se
dirigerent vers les villes du Manitoba pour etudier et y devenir infirmieres, Certaines s'y
installerent en permanence, tirant profit des possibilites offertes aux infirmieres par les services
urbains de sante alors en pleine croissance. D'autres retournerent en region rurale, oil elles
formaient une source vitale et competente de soins dans des districts presque entierement
depourvus de services medicaux, Malgre I'importance de leur role, ces infirmieres faisaient
face a l'opposition du milieu envers les femmes celibataires au travail et, par consequent,
eurent souvent recours a I'ideologie du service missionnaire aux populations marginalisees
des regions rurales afin de justifier leur presence. L'auteure examine l'experience et l'ideologie
de ces femmes au travail et propose une nouvelle conception des relations entre les regions
rurales et urbaines qui tient compte du poids relatif des sexes masculin et ferninin dans ces
deux milieux.

Reflecting back on her 1927 decision to enroll in the Winnipeg General
Hospital (WGH) School of Nursing, Violet McMillan acknowledged the
limited options that rural areas, such as her home community in Manitoba's
Swan River Valley, offered young women like herself. She recalled that in
the interwar years:

most of the girls just married and lived and stayed there as farmers'
wives ... I didn't want to do that ... but there were only two things that
girls did in those days ... they were either school teachers or nurses....
I sure wouldn't make a good school teacher so I decided to become a
nurse.'

Like Violet McMillan, [o Mann left her home community of Hillside,
Manitoba to pursue nursing training at WGH. Mann's mother, having
struggled to keep their farm operating after her husband had been disabled
in a farm accident, was convinced that "every woman should have some
thing to do" and had impressed upon her daughter that skilled training was
essential if women were to enjoy personal autonomy and financial security.
She insisted that her daughters"go to school and have a profession of some
kind," even if it meant travelling far from horne.'

This oral testimony is substantiated by other historical evidence docu
menting the large numbers of Manitoba nurses who hailed from rural
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communities in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and, to a lesser degree, Alberta
and western Ontario. During the interwar years, the exodus of women from
the countryside into urban health care systems offered these women access
to training and jobs not available in their home districts. In return, rural
women ensured a steady pool of labour for urban hospitals, which were
struggling to meet increasing patient demands on limited budgets. This
article examines the experiences of Manitoba nurses and the health care
systems of Winnipeg, St.Bonifaceand Brandon in order to explore the mutual,
ifnot always equal, relationship betweenrural women and urban institutions.'
While further research is needed to understand fully the local health care
economies of Saskatchewan and Alberta, the health care institutions of
Winnipeg, Brandon and St. Boniface attracted large numbers of women
from the other prairie provinces and at the same time trained practitioners
who then worked in all three provinces. As such, Manitoba institutions
were key players in creating a western Canadian nursing work force.

This article uses hospital records, nursing association papers, govern
ment documents, and oral interviews conducted with retired nurses' to
contribute to the growing literature on western Canadian women and to
argue that analyses of rural women must be expanded to include women
other than farm wives. Shifting the historical focus to self- supporting single
women in the countryside not only complicates our understanding of rural
women, but breaks down the dichotomy between urban and rural that
characterizes much western Canadian women's history. This research dem
onstrates that relations between town and country were critical in shaping
rural women's choices and experiences, but that conventional models of
metropolitan-hinterland relations must be reformulated to take gender
differences and inequalities into account.

The "Push and Pull" of Countryside and City

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the ratio of women to men in Mani
toba's urban centres remained significantly higher than the similar count
for rural areas of the province. While the proportion of women to men was
roughly even in Winnipeg, St. Boniface and Brandon, the ratio of women to
100 men in the rest of the province equalled eighty-three in 1921 and eighty
five in 1931. This uneven distribution was even more pronounced in those
age categories which represented wage-earning women. In 1921 Win
nipeg's ratio of women to men reached 140 to 100 in the age twenty to
twenty-four classification compared to 86 to 100 outside of the capital city.
More research is needed regarding the impact of male mobility on the
demographic distribution, but it is clear that the relatively large proportion
of women in Manitoba's urban centres was the result of two economic
factors: the limited occupational options in rural areas and the new oppor
tunities for women workers in the female-dominated white-collar occupa
tions of urban economies.

Rural women had significantly fewer occupational options than did
their peers hailing from urban centres like Winnipeg." This was reflected in
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women's differential rates of labour force participation: 25 percent of all
women in Winnipeg worked for wages, whereas working women com
prised only 10 percent of the female population in the rest of the province.6

The rural women who did work for wages were concentrated in teaching
and domestic service, which together accounted for up to 47 percent of rural
working women. The clerical and sales sectors provided some female
employment in the countryside; by 1931,6 percent of rural women earned
their living as stenographers and office workers. But this was a much lower
figure than the 17 percent of Winnipeg women working in similar jobs. In
fact, in almost every female-dominated occupation except teaching and
domestic service, provincial figures were lower than those of the capital
city. Throughout the 1920s, urban women were more evenly distributed
among white-collar and service jobs as well as the few factory jobs, such as
textile production, designated as "female.:"

Options for rural women were further reduced in the 1930s when the
agricultural crises of droughts, plagues and low grain prices displaced
many prairie-ites. While their brothers rode the rails looking for work and
handouts, rural women sought gainful employment in limited local job
markets or made the move to urban ones," These options applied to farm
women as well as women from small towns. Retired nurses Mary Duncan,
Mary Shepherd and Harriet Pentland grew up in the towns of Glenlyon,
Beulah and Boissevain, Manitoba, respectively, where their fathers oper
ated dry and "fancy" goods .stores." To women like these, taking over the
family enterprise was rarely an option. As long as a son existed, prairie
women, whether living on a farm or in a small town; were unlikely
inheritors of family property, because once a brother married the labour of
his sister was made redundant by that of his wife. Urban job markets were
thus the unintended benefactors of inheritance patterns that dispossessed
the daughters of the countryside.

If rural women were "pushed" out of their home districts by little waged
work, and sometimes even fewer eligible bachelors, they were also "pulled"
into urban centres like Winnipeg and Brandon, especially by the growing
white-collar sector. White-collar work demanded literacy skills which in the
1920s most Manitoba-born women possessed. As Graham Lowe has dem
onstrated, the administrative revolution created a demand for large num
bers of educated but inexpensive workers, and young, native-born,
English-speaking women fulfilled this labour demand perfectly." Rural
women could be sure that the urban job market for clerks, salespeople and,
as we shall see, nurses, would welcome them. Indeed, no white-collar
occupation suited rural women's needs better than did nursing. Nursing
promised board and room for three years, during which time women from
the countryside could familiarize themselves with urban life, make contacts
in the urban job market, and acquire highly portable skills and certification.

The Structure of Urban Health Care

The job markets to which most aspiring nurses travelled were in urban
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centres where the health care system had been growing in size and scope
since the beginning of the century. As was the case in other North American
cities, Manitoba's urban medical systems were comprised of three related
subsectors. Of the three, public health services have received most historical
attention. Whether state or privately funded, public health organizations,
such as Winnipeg's Victorian Order of Nurses (VON), the Margaret Scott
Nursing Mission (MSNM) and the municipal Public Health Department,
provided free or subsidized therapeutic and educational services to needy
citizens. Despite the historical and historiographical significance of these
programs, the reality was that most patients in interwar Canada continued
to seek and receive medical care in the second subsector of the health care
system, the private market. There, patients paid individual practitioners on
a fee-for-service basis for treatment dispensed in patients' homes or physi
cians' offices. During the post-World War I era, a third subsector, institu
tional care, emerged as an equally popular option, as patients from all
classes sought the medical services hospitals could provide. In private
hospital wards, affluent patients continued to receive and pay for atten
dance from their own physicians and "special duty" nurse. Inpublic wards,
patients received the free or subsidized service of staff doctors and nurses.
By 1920, Winnipeg boasted five general hospitals and six specialty institu
tions, while St. Boniface and Brandon supported a general and specialty
institution each.11

All three subsectors of this "formal" health care market were dominated
by the medical profession, whose members served in key administrative,
consultative and therapeutic positions of the private and public health care
structures. And all three sub sectors depended on the labours of trained
nurses to carry out treatments prescribed by physicians and, in some cases,
to arrange for medical care for patients in need. This pre-welfare state health
care system was premised upon a clear gender division of labour. Patient
care was provided by doctors and nurses, men and women.

Nurses played significant roles in both private and public health care
sectors. Many graduate nurses worked in private duty, either in patients'
homes or as "special duty" nurses in the rooms of private hospital patients.
Medical reliance on the labours of nurses was most pronounced in the
hospital sector, wherein the growth of hospital services was predicated
upon growing numbers of student nurses completing their three-year
apprenticeship in the various hospital schools of nursing.f Whether in
public or private wards, the vast majority of institutionalized patients were
attended by student nurses who laboured on the wards for three years in
return for training and certification as trained or "graduate" nurses.

Although the medical systems of rural communities paralleled those of
urban centres, several crucial differences distinguished city from country
side. Urban practitioners enjoyed a much larger clientele of middle-class
and skilled working-class citizens who could afford private health care
services, than did doctors and nurses in the countryside. Rural practitioners
relied on the small local hospital for institutional services, whereas urban
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doctors and nurses could choose an institution which had an available bed
or suited the religious affiliation, medical affliction or financial capability of
the patient. Not surprisingly, increasing numbers of rural patients made
their way into urban centres during the interwar years to take advantage of
expertise and facilities that local health care providers could not or would
not provide. And, perhaps most importantly, Brandon, St. Boniface and
especially Winnipeg - home of the Manitoba Medical College and the
largest number of hospital nursing programs - served as training grounds
for practitioners who would take their skills into underserviced rural
districts.13 In all these ways, urban health care systems were differentiated
from their rural counterparts.

From Country to City

For rural and urban women alike, access to the world of nursing was
through the doors of a hospital school of nursing. It was within the institu
tional framework that probationers were turned into graduates, that farm
girls were transformed into white-collar workers.

The large majority of these new practitioners received their education in
urban hospitals. Between 1921 and 1941,as many as twenty-three approved
schools of nursing operated in Manitoba, ranging from St. Anthony's
Hospital in the northern town of The Pas, to the Virden General at the
province's western boundary.i' Eight of the training institutions were in
Winnipeg, St. Boniface or Brandon. Data pertaining to Manitoba graduates
who successfully completed their Manitoba Association of Registered
Nurses (MARN) RN exams, reveal that 89 percent of Manitoba RNs from
1925-37 trained at those eight urban schools. The remaining 11 percent
claimed as their alma mater one of the small rural hospitals, which housed
few patients and thus produced relatively few graduates each year." Rarely
did more than a dozen newcomers from elsewhere in Canada or the United
States apply for "reciprocal" registration with MARN; between 1914-34only
223 nurses who had trained outside the province were granted RN status by
Manitoba's provincial association.16 Manitoba's urban hospitals thus served
as the critical determinants of the size of the province's graduate nurse work
force and of the opportunities in nursing for aspiring practitioners.

Because hospitals depended upon apprenticing nurses to provide most
direct patient care, any increase in the number of beds available, either
through enlarged facilities or reduced lengths of patient stay, forced nurs
ing superintendents to augment their student staffs, usually after the in
creased bed capacity had strained the existing personnel to the limit. At
WGH, with 600 beds and cribs, the total number of in-patients reached a
decade high of 14,000 in 1929, at the same time that the largest graduating
classes to that time were completing their training." Records of the WGH
House Committee proved that this correlation was not accidental. In 1921
General Superintendent Stephens complained to his medical staff about
persisting shortages of student nurses, and concluded that maintaining and
increasing services depended upon the continued growth of student staff."
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When, in the 1930s, fiscal strain prompted hospital administrators to re
duce, rather than increase, patient services, the size of the apprenticeship
work force was again tailored to meet institutional need. The graduating
class of 1935 was one of the smallest of the era.

Institutional needs were not just defined quantitatively; hospitals also
required apprentices with the stamina to serve for three hard years, appren
tices who would provide skilled patient care and who would enhance the
institutions' reputation of respectability. Criteria for adjudicating prospec
tive apprentices were enforced by superintendents of nursing who, as
officers of the hospitals and as active members of nursing organizations,
simultaneously defended the institutional requirements for skilled appren
tices and the associational desire for accomplished and talented new re
cruits. Formal admission standards varied slightly at each institution. In
general, however, age, education, personality or "character," and health
standards were employed to eliminate "misfits" from the profession."
Applicants had to be between nineteen and thirty to thirty-five years of age.
This allowed prospective recruits time to achieve the minimum educational
standing of grade nine or ten in 1920, and grade ten or eleven by 1940. The
age limits set by MARN, and enforced by hospital administrators, served to
keep the educational qualifications of nurses relatively high in comparison
with working women in other occupations. Thus nursing capitalized upon
the growing number of girls from all class backgrounds who were earning
their high school diploma.20

Testimonials verifying a candidate's superior personality and health
served as further documentation upon which nursing administrators based
their decisions. "Personality" was established through letters of recommen
dation, one from the applicant's minister or priest and one from her
physician. Over the course of the 1920s, clerical testimony as to the appli
cant's "good moral character" was superseded by medical certification, a
transformation which spoke less to the ascendance of "doctor as priest"
than to the real problem of ill health among nursing students. Prewar
medical letters "certifying sound health and unimpaired faculties" were no
longer sufficient in the 1920s. Rather, certificates of physical fitness, state
ments of immunization and family health histories were all required.
Together these attributes aided nursing superintendents in their perennial
quest for "quality applicants" possessing the maturity and stamina to
survive three years of heavy labour. Once enrolled, student nurses worked
long hours, performed labour-intensive tasks, were subject to stem disci
pline, and received low pay. In fact, the minimal stipends of $6, $8 and $10
that junior, intermediate and senior nurses received in the 1920s were
abolished in the 1930s as hospitals, which had never enjoyed solid funding
bases, faced further fiscal crises."

Because hospitals relied so heavily on the labours of student nurses,
institutional administrators balanced their need for a qualified, disciplined
work force with their need for a large and cooperative one. Superintendents
of nursing, themselves trained nurses, worked hard to promote the
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Figure 1. Hometowns of WGH graduates, 1924-29 and 1931-39.Source: WGH, Blue and White, 1924-29,
1930-39.

reputations of their institution and their occupation and to ensure that
young women chose nursing over other employment options. In the years
following World War I and the influenza epidemic, WGH Superintendent of
Nursing Charlotte Powell used her hospital's Annual Report to celebrate the
WGH nurses who had served overseas and who had returned "filled with
pride in the reports of the work done by them in the hospitals of England
and France, where they have upheld the best traditions of their Hospital.,,22
Such public praise reflected the occupational image administrators tried to
maintain, necessary to keep the pool of prospective apprentices as large as
possible. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, nursing superintendents tem
pered strict rules and disciplines which structured student life with justice,
leniency and purposeful ignoring of breaches of conduct. Administrators
thereby prevented substantial erosion of the student work force through
expulsion, suspension, resignation, sickness, or death.23

Given this tension between creating a disciplined work force and ensur
ing a cooperative and large one, superintendents of nursing tried to shift the
balance of power in their favour by drawing heavily upon the pool of rural
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women seeking an entry into skilled work and the urban job market.
According to George Weir's 1932 Survey of Nursing Education in Canada,
between 43 and 51 percent of nurses in the prairie provinces came from
farming families, although his figures do not include rural women from
nonagricultural backgrounds.i" Numerical evidence from the WGH, Win
nipeg's Misericordia General Hospital (MGH), and the Brandon General
Hospital (BGH) suggests that once all rural women are considered, the
significance of nursing education to women from all segments of rural
society, and of those women to nursing programs, becomes even more
striking." Over the 1924-29and 1931-39years, 37percent ofWGH graduates
originated from Manitoba districts and towns other than Winnipeg or
Brandon, and a further 22 percent listed Saskatchewan townships other
than Saskatoon and Regina as their homes. Almost one-third claimed urban
residence, 29 percent had families in Winnipeg, but only 1 percent of
Brandonites had chosen WGHover the BGH program. The small number of
women from western Ontario towns such as Keewatin, Fort Francis and
Port Arthur-Fort William (the Lakehead) demonstrated the continued im
portance of Winnipeg as a regional centre for Canadians living west of Lake
Superior." Annual variations are reported on Figure 1. Between 1924 and
1939, only in one year, 1925, did city dwellers outnumber WGH graduates
from rural Manitoba."

The Misericordia General, the second largest hospital in Winnipeg, also
relied heavily on rural applicants. Between 1921 and 1933, 180 nurses
graduated from the MGH: seventy-eight (43 percent) from rural areas of
Manitoba, fifty-two (29percent) from Winnipeg homes. Another twenty and
sixteen women came from Saskatchewan and Ontario, respectively. Overall,
54 percent of MGH graduates came from rural Manitoba and Saskatchewan.

Evidence from the BGH revealed that women from small towns and
farming districts were even more significant in supplying hospital labour for
western Manitoba's regional centre. BGH's Superintendent of Nursing, Miss
Christina Macleod, was accused in 1935of /Idiscriminating" against applicants
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from Brandon and selecting women from the surrounding countryside
instead. A "head count" by the Board of Directors acquitted Macleod of the
charges, but its conclusion that "equal consideration ... [had been] given to
both town and country" belied the numerical evidence." Over the years
1923-39, only 17 percent of BGH graduates grew up within Brandon's city
limits, while 66 percent listed towns and districts of rural Manitoba as their
home addresses and a further 17 percent hailed from rural Saskatchewan."

For the nurses administering the educational programs, rural applicants
were a welcome and necessary supplement to the local talent pool, offering
several advantages over their urban sisters. Superintendents of nursing like
Macleod may have believed that rural women were better prepared for the
hard work demanded by three years of hospital labour. BGH graduate Bess
Purdy insisted that women from the country "were used to hard work ...
they put us right to work hard." WGH graduate Violet McMillan credited
her good grades to her rural background: I'll was tough, came from the farm
[and] was used to work.,,30

It is equally possible that rural applicants were deemed more morally
pure than women raised in the city. Authors such as Mariana Valverde have
explored the discursive structures which defined the city as dangerous for
women." Women from the country were expected to know little of the
theatre and other forms of popular leisure that distracted urban girls from
the paths of righteousness. Evidence from nurses themselves on this ques
tion is mixed. Annie Buchanan of Morden, Manitoba kept a journal charting
her actions for the first three months of her BGH training, before the pace of
nursing training made diary keeping an impossibility. Buchanan and her
classmates spent their few off-duty hours going for walks, buying ice
cream, shopping, attending church and occasionally being treated to a meal
by families in town. Breaking the rules entailed eating pie and ice cream in
their residence rooms, an activity that prompted Buchanan to conclude: UIt
sure was fun and we weren't caught.":" Such innocent pastimes could
hardly threaten the reputation of students or hospital, but not all rural
women remained immune to the pleasures of smoke and drink. Mabel Lytle
of Roland, Manitoba ascended to the roof of the WGH when she wanted to
sneak a cigarette. Lytle was never caught smoking, but she once was
apprehended by the WGH supervisors in Freds, the local comer store
known for its bootleg liquor and slot machines. Lytle's friend was sus
pended for playing a slot machine and swearing. Having been found guilty
of only sitting in forbidden territory, Mabel received just a warning.f

While rural women may have participated in modem "vices," they were
less susceptible to the immediate influences of family and friends, and thus
faced fewer temptations to break institutional rules. They also were far from
associates who might encourage them to rebel against hospital discipline.

Certainly women from the countryside invested more in the move to city
schools than did urban women who had merely moved down the street or
across town. The personal investment was intensified for those women
whose parents did not share their daughters' enthusiasm for a career in
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nursing. Olive Irwin, raised in a farming district near Holland, Manitoba,
left teaching in 1918 to train as a nurse, contrary to her mother's advice.
Myrtle Crawford's father decided that she shouldbecome a teacherbecause
that occupation was "more genteel" than nursing. Crawford disagreed.
Ingibjorg Cross's father had been a patient in the Virden Hospital and that
experience had led him to conclude that nursing was not a fit occupation for
young women. Thus, when Ingibjorg informed him of her plan to enter the
WGH, he refused to finance her training. She raised the money for the $25
tuition fee by helping neighbours with their harvest and from cash prizes
won in races and baseball games at rural sports days." Having defied
parental dictates, raised the money for travel and tuition, and boarded the
train for Brandon or Winnipeg, rural women did not abandon their nursing
education easily.

Superintendents of nursing welcomed rural recruits for a final reason.
Rural women had fewer occupational options than did their urban counter
parts. Almost all the retired nurses interviewed concluded that teaching,
nursing and secretarial work were their only job options, although this
collective assessment of occupational choices was not entirely accurate. The
urban industrial sector, especially textiles, the garment trade or the packing
industry, did employ women, but most rural women would not have
possessed the experience in industrial production, or the family contacts in
hiring halls, to easily obtain blue-collar work." The fact that retired nurses
did not cite domestic service as a job possibility is most revealing, especially
since several had worked as domestics for local farm women before begin
ning their nursing education." While domestic service, and the room and
board that accompanied it, continued to attract some rural women to the
city,37 in the interwar years it remained the least popular occupational
option for Canadian women. For the women who had the resources to
choose skilled training as nurses, domestic service, the largest employer of
rural women, was not considered as a serious option; it was the option they
were trying to avoid.

The work experience of WGH graduates interviewed verified that white
collar jobs of teaching and sales clerking were the only two other vocational
options pursued. Some were conscious that nursing was a second choice.
One retired WGH nurse considered other educational avenues, but turned
to nursing when it became clear that her family did not have enough money
to finance higher education for both her and her brother. Many women
chose nursing after they had worked at something else. This pattern was
reinforced by the fact that most women finished grade eleven at age sixteen
and had to wait until age eighteen to qualify for nursing training. Teaching
in particular lost numerous new recruits to nursing. Mabel Lytle served as
substitute teacher in her community, an experience which reinforced her
long-standing desire to nurse, not to teach. Olive Irwin and Mary Duncan
both had teacher training before they enrolled at WGH. Ingibjorg Cross
convinced her older sister to end her teaching career and become a nurse.
Myrtle Crawford, whose first career choice was nursing, followed her
father's advice and taught for two years before joining her sister Ruby in
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nursing's ranks. Mary Shepherd worked in her father's store for a year until
she was old enough to begin her nursing education. Determined to become
a nurse, Shepherd calculated that her year of clerking would help her "get
used to standing all day" once training began."

The rural women who elected to journey to urban training schools did so
out of a combination of family tradition and personal ambition. Ingibjorg
Cross, Mary Shepherd, Josephine Mann and Helen Smith all credit their
decision to enter nursing to a local nurse whom they admired." Some
nursing students followed their siblings and mothers to their alma maters.
Isabel Cameron's mother had graduated from the WGH, Myrtle Crawford
joined her sister at the WGH, while Beth Purdy and her sister Nan both left
McConnell, Manitoba for training at the BGH. Others chose hospitals which
were considered prestigious or which offered specialty services, like pedi
atrics. Mabel Lytle just remembers "always wanting to nurse." And women
like Violet McMillan - who stated in her interview: "I don't know what
prompted me to [become a nurse] because I'd never seen a hospital in my
life, I'd never seen a nurse in my life" - still puzzle over the bold decision
they made so many years ago."

Of course, rural women did not have to travel to a city to become a nurse.
Th-ey could select one of the schools in smaller centres which also traded
training for labour and provided room and board for three years." Yet
access to urban job markets held special appeal for the many rural women
who selected city institutions over their local hospital schools. While it is
difficult to confirm whether rural women chose nursing as an occupation
expressly because it could facilitate permanent outmigration from their
home communities, for many that was the end result.

From City to Countryside?

Tracing career patterns for such a mobile occupational group is compli
cated by the transitory structure of private duty nursing and by the frag
mentary documentation pertaining to graduate nurses. Some graduates
wed immediately after completing their training. For nurses, as for other
working women in the early twentieth century, marriage signified their
withdrawal from the formal nursing work force." Those women whose
marriages took them outside of urban centres often continued to practice in
an informal or casual capacity in their communities. Farm wives discovered
that their nursing training made them local authorities on health matters,
while nurses who married doctors with rural practices often served as
assistants to their husbands. These women provided the underserviced
rural districts with much needed skilled nursing service.t'

Those women who chose work over matrimony pursued three options:
travelling well outside the province, usually to other North American cities;
remaining in the urban locale where they trained; or returning to rural
districts in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta. Data available for 156
graduates from the WGH classes of 1924, 1926, 1928, 1929, and 1935 reveal
that rural- and urban-raised women pursued these options at differential
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rates. Of the 156 graduates traced, fifty-nine listed urban centres as their
home towns, ninety-seven listed rural towns or districts." Smaller samples
of graduates from the MGH and BGH confirm the WGH pattern."

For some, certification as a graduate nurse served as a passport to travel
throughout North America and beyond. Approximately 15 percent of both
urban and rural women listed American urban addresses as their first
residence after graduation. Still others moved south of the border after
working a year or two in Canada. Between 1924 and 1927 the MGH gradu
ated fifty-nine nurses. In 1928, ten of the forty-seven unmarried - and
therefore considered "actively" nursing - graduates lived in American
cities. The United States remained a frequently chosen destination for
Manitoba nurses, especially in the years after 1936 when the newly estab
lished federal Works Projects Administration (WPA) public health program
created a sudden shortage of nurses in American hospitals. MARN officials
reported that in the ten months following the 1936 WPA announcement
more than 300 passports were issued by American immigration authorities
t W · . 46o mnlpeg nurses.

Reasons for moving outside the prairie region varied. Some graduates
had educationalmotivations. Olive Irwin "specialed" for a year after gradu
ation to make enough money to travel to New York City. There she worked
for the internationally renowned Henry Street Settlement acquiring post
graduate training in public health work before returning to the Saskatoon
VON. 47 Other prairie women made their way south after visiting colleagues
who were working in the United States. J0 Mann travelled to Los Angeles in
1937, having been "coaxed" there by a classmate." Friendships made in
nursing school appeared to fuel the quest for travel and adventure. It was
not merely a coincidence that in 1928two members of the MGH class of 1924
lived in Benton Harbor, Michigan, while two more resided in Rochester,
New York and another two in San Francisco. When graduating nurses
speculated on their futures, even in humourous ways, travel to the United
States was a common theme." The "Horoscope" section of student year
books cited "Go to the States," "To Travel" and "To Go Places and Do
Things" as frequently held"Ambitions" of the students. Such adventures
took young women a long way from their home communities. Mary
Duncan journeyed with a classmate to California in 1928, where they
worked for two years. Duncan returned to Canada when she was offered a
job at the WGH, but she never returned to her home community of Gilbert
Plains, Manitoba for more than short visits/"

While the desire to travel and work outside the prairie region was shared
by nurses of all origins, the largest percentage of WGH graduates remained
in Winnipeg after their training. Census figures show that 62 percent of
Manitoba's graduate nurse work force in 1931 lived in Winnipeg and
Brandon." For WGH grads, more urban women (63percent) chose to stay in
Winnipeg than rural women (48 percent), but the fact that nearly half those
who had come to Winnipeg from rural areas pursued employment in the
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city speaks to the importance of nursing in facilitating entry into the urban
job market.

Remaining in the city after graduation offered some obvious benefits.
Private duty work was more plentiful in the urban economies, where the
middle and skilled working classes possessed the discretionary cash
needed to hire a doctor and trained nurse. As well, professional contacts
established with doctors during nursing training could, upon graduation,
be capitalized upon in the urban private market. Physicians (themselves
more plentiful in cities) might recommend familiar nurses to their patients
or at least recommend that patients engage a nurse. A small number of
doctors employed nurses directly, usually in group practice or clinics such
as Winnipeg's Galloway and Gibson Clinic or Brandon's Biglow Clinic.
Countering these positive features was the reality that every year large
classes of new graduates from the cities' training programs swelled the
urban private duty market. However, in Brandon, St. Boniface and Win
nipeg the labour market was regulated, at least partially, by nursing regis
tries which distributed work among the available RNs.Similar employment
bureaus were not feasible in rural districts."

All these elements together made the urban job market a realistic choice.
Nurses like Jean Campbell (Poynter), raised in Eyebrow, Saskatchewan and
a graduate of the 1925 BGH class, pursued private duty work in Brandon
after graduation. She was one of the practitioners who "rarely worked off
the registry" because individual doctors regularly referred her to their
patients. Like other city nurses, Campbell often travelled out of town to
attend rural cases, after which she returned to her urban home base. Not
only was Campbell called by Dr. Templeton, from Brandon, but also by
physicians from surrounding towns: "Dr. Jackson from Wawanesa called
me and I assisted Dr. Lyons at Rivers on several occasions with surgery in
the home of the patient.r'" In this process, the countryside around urban
centres was drawn into the cities' health care systems.

While private duty remained the preferred sector of employment,
graduate nurses could also use their contacts with urban health institutions
to secure hospital positions. Approximately 75 percent of nurses employed
by Manitoba hospitals worked in the province's three largest centres, with
the majority serving in Winnipeg institutions." Urban nurses also took
advantage of the employment options offered by public health agencies.
Winnipeg-trained graduates could seek employment with the local public
health authorities, such as the VONand MSNM, for whom they might have
worked during their rotation through the public health segment of their
training.55

As the interwar years progressed, personal and professional connections
with urban local health authorities proved increasingly important. While
underemployment had been a common complaint among private duty
nurses in the 1920s, the Depression of the 1930sexacerbated unemployment
in all three subsectors of the Canadian health care system. Hospitals had
always tended to hire their own graduates, but this trend became nearly
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universal during the Depression. Throughout the 1930s urban hospitals
hired their graduates for part-time general duty, rotating different nurses
through those positions to ensure that as many graduates as possible
acquired at least some paid work. These local responses to unemployment
reinforced nurses' reliance on their alma maters. Various agencies and
programs across Canada, especially govemment-funded ones, followed the
lead of hospitals in reserving the few jobs that were available for locally
trained personnel. Practitioners who had trained elsewhere were thus
forced to return to the centre in which they were educated to claim local
status themselves. For example, Pearl M. had travelled from Belmont,
Manitoba into Winnipeg to train at the General. Upon graduation in 1929,
Pearl worked for three years in several Manitoba agencies and hospitals
before travelling west to assume a staff position at Edmonton's Isolation
Hospital. After one and a half years in Edmonton, however, Pearl applied
to Winnipeg's MSNM, because as she explained: "I find myself, alonrwith
other 'outside' graduates asked to find employment elsewhere.115 Such
policies served to tie nurses to the city in which they trained and helped to
account for the unwillingness of urban-raised women to pursue work
outside of their home towns.

The urban health care markets offered a final advantage to trained
nurses, the possibility of living in a community of single working nurses.
Rural women like Violet McMillan, Vera Chapman and Mabel Lytle all
sought their fortunes in Winnipeg's private health care market. To make
ends meet they shared apartments with three or four other women, all
private duty nurses.57 But community entailed more than just economizing.
Even those who lived alone or lived in hospital and public health residences
could count on other graduate nurses for personal and professional sup
port. Nurses played bridge, loaned each other money, and took holidays
together." Local graduate nursing associations likewise sponsored social
events, as well as sick benefit funds. The support of a community of
working women might therefore prove crucial to the material and emo
tional well-being of graduate nurses.

Nursing in the Rural West

Such communities were more difficult to forge in rural nursing, the third
option for graduate nurses. Of the ninety-seven rural women listed in the
WGH calculations, only 30 percent (n=29) returned to small towns immedi
ately following graduation. A further 34 percent did return to rural districts
at some point in their recorded career. In total, then, at least 64 percent of
rural women returned to work in rural areas at some point in their careers,
or at least had those moves listed in their alumnae newsletters. This
contrasts sharply with figures for urban-born women, only 14 percent of
whom (n=8) took jobs in rural areas immediately after graduation, although
another four worked in a rural district at some later date. Returning to rural
life did therefore appeal to some women who had been raised in the
countryside; but once there, practitioners discovered a set of working
conditions which were in many ways unique to nonurban economies.
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One possible area of employment was institutional work in small rural
hospitals run by municipalities, churches, or the Red Cross. Many of these
local institutions had been established through the efforts of local commu
nity-minded women in the pre-World War I era." In 1935, public hospitals
in rural districts employed 108, or 25 percent, of Manitoba's nurses.

In Saskatchewan, however, a provincial funding program underwrote a
network of small, local hospitals. There, rural hospitals employed 369, or 66
percent, of the province's 558 institutional nurses." Given this demand,
Saskatchewan hospitals regularly recruited Manitoba graduates to staff the
rural health centres. For example, [o Mann, like many of her classmates,
worked in Winnipeg's private market following her graduation from the
WGH.She was playing bridge one evening with several other private duty
nurses when the subject of an advertised position at a hospital in rural
Saskatchewan arose. The privates decided that they should "toss up" to
decide which of them should apply for the job. Mann "won" and, despite
being the least enthusiastic about the prospect of moving to a twenty-five
bed facility, her name was telegrammed to the hospital authorities. Mann
was offered the job and worked there for three and a half months before
resigning: "I couldn't take it.,,61 Such evidence indicates the ongoing reli
ance for skilled personnel of rural areas on urban health care markets and
institutions. Certainly the Winnipeg nurses' registry fielded requests from
smaller communities like Pine Falls on more than one occasion. The Bran
don General fulfilled a similar function for the western Manitoba region.
When, in 1937 the Whitewood, Saskatchewan hospital was experiencing
difficulty acquiring staff, BGH Superintendent MacLeod dispatched re
cently graduated Wilma Mitchell to fill the void. Mitchell worked at White
wood for six months before returning to her position on the BGH staff.62

In addition to these institutional jobs, rural nursing offered some oppor
tunities in public health. Under the leadership of Elizabeth Russell, the
government of Manitoba first hired rural public health nurses in 1916.
Saskatchewan introduced a provincial public health nursing service in 1917
and Alberta followed in 1918.63The remaining rural graduate nurses sup
ported themselves in small communities as private duty nurses providing
skilled attendance to the often poorly serviced rural areas.

Although the range of employment options was roughly the same in
both urban and rural communities, in rural nursing the lines dividing the
three sectors of nursing work were decidedly more blurred. For instance,
many of Manitoba's small hospitals were administered by religious groups
like the United Church's Women's Missionary Society (WMS). In those
facilities, medical and nursing staffs often shared the WMS'scommitment to
Christian missionary work and thus approached patient care much like
public health nurses.64 Rural private duty nurses sometimes assumed public
health nursing duties. For instance, Edna S. nursed in the Reston district in
1930. Because there was no public health nurse in that area, Edna "worked
on the same plan as the public health nurses," accompanying or standing in
for the local doctor on public health cases/" Hospital nurses in small
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communities, like their counterparts in private care, were required to make
home visits and to collect fees from patients, functions not required of
institutional staff in city hospitals." That rural nursing blurred the bounda
ries between the occupational subsectors was exemplified by Ingibjorg
Cross's experiences as one of Manitoba's few industrial nurses. As the staff
nurse for a Pine Falls pulp and paper company, Cross spent her days
providing first aid at the mill, as well as attending hospital patients and
visiting housebound clienta/"

If the structure of rural nursing blurred the lines defining institutional,
public health and private duty work, so too did rural practitioners share
common working conditions. In all three subsectors, rural nurses often had
to assume more "non-nursing" duties than did urban practitioners, espe
cially in the private duty sector. In cities, nurses could more reasonably
insist that households engage other staff to do laundry, cook meals, or
perform other non-patient services in a household. In rural cases, ancillary
personnel were often not available. [o Mann's one rural private duty case
reminded her of why she preferred hospital labour. Her patient had a heart
condition. Not only did Mann perform bedside care, she also ran his
household and managed his insurance business. Under these circum
stances, rural private duty, especially maternity cases, usually entailed
twenty-four-hour care. Nurses could charge slightly higher fees for such
service, but in that twenty-four hours "might have the washing or the
churning and the baby and the mother to look after, and the meals ... it was
a real load.1168

Contributions to the Canadian Nurse (CN) corroborated the difficulties
and dangers of rural private care. A 1935 CN article from the MARN private
duty convenor recited a case reported by a rural private duty nurse:

We find the man of the house with pneumonia, his wife not in good
health, the nurse on twenty-four hour duty, washing, ironing, baking
bread, carrying wood and coal for fires, helping with the housework in
general as well as having almost the entire responsibility of the patient,
the doctor bein~able to pay a visit only every three or four days because
of the distance. 9

Given these conditions, many Canadian nurses in the interwar years would
not accept "country cases."70

Isolated conditions also posed distinct therapeutic challenges. In 1937,
BGH graduate nurse Mitchell travelled to rural Saskatchewan to attend a
heart patient. The prescribed therapy included regular doses of strychnine
and digitalin. Errors in dosage of such potent drugs could have fatal results
and thus Mitchell corresponded with Brandon's Dr. Biglow to double
check the prescribed course of treatment. Biglow's encouraging response,
that "we must depend on the nurse - her judgement and observation,"
underscored not only the degree to which medical practitioners relied upon
nurses' judgement and skill in such circumstances, but also how important
medical contact generated in training programs could be to nurses working
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in rural areas." In an address delivered to the Moose Jaw Graduate Nurses
Association, Dr. L.M. Hanna echoed Biglow's words:

In country nursing a nurse is thrown more on her own resources than
in city or hospital nursing.... The physician can probably only visit the
patient every couple of days and has to depend entirely on the nurse's
report so you can see how absolutely necessary it is to keep your case
well in hand because you may have to act the part of the physician in
ernergencies.f

Nurses' informal assumption of medical duties was not unique to rural
health care but appears to have been a more regular part of daily practice
there. For instance, a story has been retold of an incident in Ethelbert,
Manitoba where the VON doctor and nurse travelled across a river to an
isolated homestead where two pneumonia victims were suffering. The
doctor left the nurse with the patients, but when the doctor returned the
next day the river was impassable. The nurse was "marooned for a week.
The doctor drove daily to his side of the stream and she came to the opposite
bank. He asked questions and gave directions for treatment; she succeeded
in pulling both patients through by her care.,,73 Given the difficulty of
securing medical attendance, rural nurses frequently had to assume full
responsibility for obstetrical care. A 1925 eNarticle claimed that in Sas
katchewan over 400 obstetrical cases had been managed by a trained nurse,
with not a single death reported." Nursing duties also extended into other
realms not exactly classified as medical. At the United Church Hospital in
Gypsumville, Margaret Mustard was asked to arrange a dental clinic. When
the dentist could not perform all the necessary extractions Mustard was
given elemental instruction and in the next ten days pulled ninety-three
teeth "using the painless extraction method.?"

In addition to assuming extra domestic, medical and, occasionally,
dental duties, rural nurses often carried out their treatment under less than
ideal living and working conditions." Private duty nurses received what
ever quality of food and lodging the patients provided. Rural public health
nurses reported accommodations with no electricity or basic necessities."
Staff members in small hospitals usually lived in the facility, enjoying the
same level of comfort, or discomfort, as the patients. When the United
Church WMS opened its hospital at Gypsumville, Manitoba in 1928, the two
nurses lived in a house with no electricity and only a wood stove and heater,
and they obtained their water from the village pump." Even in towns that
boasted first-rate accommodation, hospital crowding might force nurses
out of their usual barracks. The nurses at the Pine Falls Hospital spent one
cold Manitoba winter sleeping in a veranda. The canvas that had been
strapped over the windows kept out only some of the snow and hot water
bottles were required in each bed, each night. Not surprisingly, after one
season of winter camping the "girls kicked up a fuss" and improved
accommodation was arranged for the following winter. Summer held its
own tests of nature. Black flies and mosquitoes tormented public health
nurses making their rounds/"
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Rural nursing work was also characterized by personal isolation and
sometimes loneliness. In hospitals, nursing staffs were small, ranging from
one to a dozen, and often only one staff member would be on duty for night
shift or relief work. Public health and private duty nurses worked on their
own even more frequently. Like school teachers, nurses of all tYEes coped
with being one of few single working women in the community. 0

As with teaching, the financial basis of nursing was often uncertain, and
grew increasingly so during the 1930s. No subsector was exempt. In the
years after World War I, provincial and municipal public health programs
had successfully attracted a small but significant corps of practitioners into
rural health services. The Manitoba government funded two-thirds of the
nurse's salary and the municipality assumed responsibility for the rest. By
the early 1930s, the rural districts could not maintain their part and in 1933
the provincial public health service laid off thirty staff nurses. Those nurses
often returned to the city. When her position was terminated, Edith C., who
had been on staff with the provincial public health program since graduat
ing from the WGH in 1931, pursued postgraduate training and work in
psychiatry at the Brandon Mental Hospital, before applying to the MSNM in
W · . 81mnlpeg.

Hospital staff fared only slightly better. During the 1920s, some rural
institutions tried to attract personnel by offering slightly higher wages than
paid to urban staff nurses. A decade later, many small hospitals struggled
to pay their staff at all.82 At Pine Falls, the hospital continued to function in
the mid-1930s thanks to one regular paying customer, the federal govern
ment, which took financial responsibility for First Nations patients. Still, the
hospital reduced nurses' wages from $90 to $60, dropping the staff salary
below that of the WGH nurses. In 1934-35,[o Mann accepted a new position
as superintendent of Weyburn's mental hospital, only to discover that after
one month the provincial government unilaterally reduced her salary by
$50 per month. Nurses like Mann did not quit immediately, but the incen
tive to work in small institutions had been significantly reduced."

Of course, no nurses felt the economic strain more than those providing
private care. A 1935 MARN survey of Manitoba's private duty nurses
revealed that during the previous two-year period 231 cases had been
nursed "without any remuneration whatsoever," while a further 397 cases
had been nursed for a substantially reduced fee. The combined effects of
underemployment and underpayment were most keenly felt by country
nurses, who reported "nor does fifty cents or a dollar a day seem to be
unusual in rural districts.T" Like local doctors, nurses in rural districts
confronted the reality that while farm women might desperately need
skilled nursing assistance, few farm households could afford the extra cost
of a nurse." A nurse at Pine River United Church Hospital in 1928was called
to a home to care for a dying mother. Upon the woman's death the husband
reported that he would have to pay the nurse's fee "somedaywhen Ihave the
money." He only had $4 which he needed to pay for the funeral. 86

Even if the cash was available, heads of rural households were unaccus-
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tomed to paying for female labour. Given the resourcefulness of farm
women and miners' wives, who customarily managed family ailments well
outside the formal health care system, paying for trained nursing care might
well appear an unnecessary and inappropriate expense." The economic
structure of rural society, centred around primary resources like fanning,
mining, and pulp and paper, depended upon the unwaged labour of women
in the domestic sphere rather than on women's waged work. Within such a
social structure, self-supporting women occupied not only an economically
marginalposition,buta social and ideologicallymarginalone as well. For these
reasons, historians of western Canadian women have arFed that for rural
women of "marriageable age ... 'woman' ... meant wife.?"

Dr. L. Hanna explored this social tension between paid nursing atten
dants and farm families when he explained to his eN readers in 1935 that
"country folk are not impressed when you suggest a trained nurse. They say
that you have to have a maid to look after the wants of the nurse." Dr. Hanna
interpreted his patients' unwillingness to hire outside nursing personnel in
terms of rural dwellers' humility: "The nurse is looked up to as a kind of
goddess and the people are ashamed of their modest abode."'" Rural
antipathy to urbanites could also exacerbate the unwillingness to pay for
nursing services. Some rural families, whether in towns, villages or isolated
farmsteads, may have hesitated before hiring a city-trained woman who
would, in Gerald Friesen's words, "put on airs in front of their country
cousins.t''" In either case, Hanna's assurances that the nurse "may have
corne from a horne like their own" failed to impress many patients that
nursing care was valuable or appropriate. Despite the rural origins of many
Manitoba nurses, after three years of training in an urban hospital, the
cultural gap between nurse and rural family may have been as wide as the
distance between city and country itself.

Popular Culture and the Rural Nurse

Ongoing tensions between trained nurses and rural society emerged as
a common theme in the popular culture created by nurse and non-nurse
commentators alike. Arthur Stringer's 1920 novel, The Prairie Mother, pro
vided a particularly severe portrait of nurses who, as unmarried working
women, occupied a marginal position in rural society. Stringer's main
character was a rancher's wife who responded with grace, wit and strength
to her various marital travails. The novel began in the delivery room of a
"jerry-built western hospital" in which the parturient woman was coming
in and out of consciousness during the delivery of what would tum out to
be twins. As she "gulped at the chloroform" and "went down into the pea
green emptiness," the prairie mother was able to forget the unpleasant
features of her surroundings: the "waves of pain that ... tried to sweep
through my racked old body like breakers through the ribs of a stranded
schooner"; the "hateful metallic clink of steel things against an instrument
tray"; and last but not least, the "loganberry pimple on the nose of the red
headed surgical nurse who'd been sent into the labor room to help."91When
her labour was over and she regained consciousness, the first thing the
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prairie mother saw was "a face bending over mine, seeming to float in
space. It was the color of a half-grown cucumber, and it made me think of a
tropical fish in an aquarium when the water needed changing." The
patient's confusion was erased when sherfinally observed and identified
the loganberry pimple ... and remembered that I was still in the land of the
living and that the red-headed surgical nurse was holding my wrist. ,,92

Stringer's unflattering depiction of the working nurse was reinforced by
the psychological and social distance he created between the heterosexual
heroine and her single female attendants. Rather than seeing the nurses as
allies, Stringer's protagonist considered herself abandoned by her absent
husband, and believed that the doctor and three nurses were laughing at
her. Nor did the prairie mother's relationship with her private duty nurse,
hired to assist her in the days following delivery, develop into a meaningful
or intimate relationship. When the prairie mother was returned to her room
she cried herself to sleep "in a nice relaxing tempest of self-pity which my
'special' accepted as calmly as a tulip-bed accepts a shower." The mother
eventually realized that she was better served in the hospital than in "a
lonely prairie shack" where she had given birth to her first child, but was
anxious to get home and back to work, feeling guilty that "there I'd been
lying in the lap of luxury, with quick-footed ladies in uniform to answer my
bell and fly at my bidding.T" The prairie mother, whose name was never
revealed throughout the novel, was thus celebrated as heroic regional
archetype in contrast to the physically unattractive and emotionally cold
working nurse.

Popular culture created by nurses themselves provided a more nuanced
analysis of the relationship between working nurses and rural life. In their
annual yearbooks, graduating students took time to reflect on the changes
that hospital training had wrought. For instance, the 1931 MGH yearbook
included short poems under each senior student's photograph such as that
for a student raised in Oakville, Manitoba:

Before I hit this city I couldn't tell a joke or story
But it really is a pity For now I've gone to glory94

Poems, lyrics, jokes and cartoons regularly depicted the journey from rural
to urban as a metaphor for the maturation process that nurses underwent
during their three years of training. The 1933 installation, "A Nurse's
Cycle," rewrote the song "It's a Long Way to Tipperary" as follows:

A Nurse's Cycle

Up to mighty Winnipeg, I journeyed one fine day,
A maiden from the country-side,
As fresh as flowers in May,
Wondering what easy job I'd find, With lots of easy pay,
So I thought to be a nurse would be the surest way.

It's a long road to graduation.
It's a tough roe to hoe.
It's a long road to graduation and the hardest job we know.
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We get up in the morning and we can't stay out at night.
It's a long way to graduation but we managed it allright.

Back to the country town a nurse travelled one fine day.
Just to show the folks a nurse so good and gay.
Thinking I could get a job where I could use my head,
But I found jobs were hard to get, so I'm milking cows instead."

As the final stanza suggested, graduating nurses were not entirely con
vinced that their hard work and newly acquired skills would be valuable or
valued in the countryside from whence they came.

A 1931 yearbook poem "Farm-Yard Sanitation" was equally revealing.
The protagonist, a recently graduated nurse, "hied to Hick-Town Junction"
to IIget an introduction into farm-yard sanitation." Fresh from three years of
discipline and routine the nurse rigorously applied her various skills to
cows, roosters, turkeys, guinea hens, horses, calves and colts. Having
completed her rounds of the barnyard, the energetic private duty nurse
concluded the poem, and perhaps her career in the country, as follows:

And thoroughly to carry out
Her systematic plan,
Next week with germicidal soap
She'll scrub the poor hired man. 96

As the next recipient of the nurse's ministrations, the hired man occupied,
like the working nurse, a marginal position in rural society. The fact that the
fictional nurse relates to the hired man not as a potential husband or love
interest may be interpreted as nurses asserting themselves as socially
superior to "unskilled" farm labourers. But describing the hired man as the
subject of skilled care, rather than the object of desire, also served to
underscore nurses' identity as women committed to their craft, not spin
sters seeking husbands.

Testimonials published in the CN suggested that graduate nurses who
were working in isolated rural districts resolved the contradictions inherent
in their position as single working women by justifying their presence in
rural communities in terms of uplifting downtrodden and needy citizens.
In tales such as "Rural Fields" or IIAn Experiment in Rural Nursing," the
nurses' clientele were either "pioneers" establishing new communities,
new Canadians, single men living alone in isolated shacks, farming families
struggling with economic depression, or Native people acquiring a
"changed attitude ... towards white doctors and nurses." Against this
struggling citizenry, nurses stood as socially superior, not trained personnel
hired to dispense specific skills in return for wages, but missionaries of the
Canadian state.

At its broadest level, this translated into explicit commentaries on the
moral superiority of rural and western nursing over the job in eastern and
urban Canada. An Alberta nurse writing to the CN maintained:

Private nursing in the West is far more satisfactory than in the East, even
though [in the West] the nurse's hardships are at times greater and her
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hours longer. She keeps her individuality here ... she has eight or
twelve-hour duty, earns her money, but somehow to me she has not the
same spirit of service that is the principle of nursing. She may profit
more in a remunerative way; but how much more satisfaction there is
in nursing six-year-old Johnny back to health and strength on a prairie
ranch in Alberta than taking a tired society debutante to Atlantic City. 97

The moral message presented by this practitioner was complex. Western
nurses, particularly those working on a "prairie ranch," were superior to
nurses in the East. The former encountered greater individuality and satisfy
ing hard work, the hallmarks of western frontier ideology. At the same time,
the western nurse experienced a more intense feeling of service and devo
tion, elements central to professional ideology, than did the eastern nurse
who was tainted by profit. All this occurred while the western nurse was
reaffirming her .maternal femininity nursing a male child. Meanwhile, the
eastern nurse had her femininity tainted through overly close relations with
the dissipated femininity of a debutante who had gambled with flirtatious
heterosexuality and now, exhausted, used, and presumably desperate, was
about to return to vice-ridden Atlantic City to gamble once more.

At the more local level, the ethos of serving Canadians disadvantaged by
economic status, ethnicity, race or bachelorhood created an ideological
justification for the presence of nurses in rural areas. For example, A.W. Tye
penned a 1926 article, "Canadian Nurses on Indian Reserves," that chron
icled the work of four travelling nurses hired by the Department of Indian
Affairs five years earlier. These nurses performed similar duties to public
health nurses elsewhere, conducting school health visits, holding well-baby
clinics, and providing bedside nursing care during epidemics. All this work
occurred within the context, according to the author, of demonstrating to
the inhabitants of Indian reserves the benefits of Western medicine:

It is something new for the Indians to have trained nurses coming into
their homes, giving advice along sanitary and health lines, actually
nursing those who are sick, and bathing the wee babies. At first they
resented such services, but they soon learned to appreciate them and
now they clamour for them."

Underlying many of these descriptions was the assertion that working in
isolated communities was sexually safe. Unlike Canadian cities or northern
Ontario which, as Karen Dubinsky has argued, were ideologically con
structed as sites of sexual danger for single women, the prairie West was
defined as a place where independent women could work without peril.
Eileen Wright Hamilton's description of her work with the VON in Preece
ville, Saskatchewan included attending a pneumonia patient who could
only be reached by travelling twenty miles through the bush, on rough
roads, with unreliable directions, alone. On the way, Hamilton received the
assistance of several male strangers and then attended the single man in his
isolated cabin. Hamilton concluded her story: "Perhaps my day was wasted
- perhaps not for Bill,who had spent long days waiting for the nurse and
the relief she brought. Our new Canadians are grateful for our care and are
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always ready to offer food and rest.,,99 Had the setting been northern
Ontario, Hamilton's tale might well have fuelled a "moral panic" about the
immigrant male in an uncivilized region. In the context of the rural West,
Hamilton's tale reaffirmed the superior moral values that even male immi
grants to the Prairies would acquire. ioo

In these stories of rural adventure, nurses' sexual safety and social
legitimacy were linked to the broader position assumed by nurses as
representatives of the Canadian state and the modem health care system.
While this ideology may have facilitated the activities of some rural nurses,
it did not fundamentally challenge the image ofthe single working woman
in the countryside. That space was created not in terms of nurses' needs as
self-supporting women, but in terms of their selfless devotion to socially
disadvantaged citizens. This missionary position failed to articulate nurses'
economic motivations, and could not transform the rural economy into one
more congenial to unmarried self-supporting women. Nurses, like teach
ers, remained marginal to rural life in spite of the important social services
they provided.

Conclusion: "The Country is a Stern Nurse"

In 1913, Nellie McClung addressed the Manitoba Home Economics
Societies on the subject of "Why Boys and Girls Leave the Farm." With her
usual flair, McClung pronounced:

The city is a lenient unfaithful nurse, pampering and pandering the
child in her care, not for his own good, but for her gain, soothing him
with promises she never means to keep, a waster of time, a destroyer of'
ambition, a creator of envy, but dazzling gay with tinsel and redolent
with perfume, covering poverty with cheap lace and showy ribbons, a
hole in her stocking but a rose in her hair!

By contrast, McClung declared:

The country is a stern nurse, hard but just, making large demands on the
child in her care, but giving great rewards.... Though she sends her
child on long cold journeys and makes him face the bitter winds of
winter, she rewards him with ruddy health, high purpose and clear
vision. Though she makes himwork till every muscle aches she rewards
him with a contented mind, an appetite that makes his life a joy, and
though the midday sun mayblaze on himwithburning heat, at evening
time comes shade, and in the night comes rosy slumber. And always
there are the sun and the moon and the stars and the miracle of growing
thingS.I OI

David C. Jones and Karen Dubinsky have both provided analyses of this
evocative passage. Jones placed McClung's words in the context of agrarian
ideology that celebrated the virtues of rural life.i'" Dubinsky emphasized the
sexual imagery which signified city as bad girl, country as good.l o3 I would
add that McClung was also reaffirming regionally specific images of femi
ninity. The archetypically female occupation of nursing is used to define
both city and country. In the city the nurse is a single woman, without fixed
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ties. In the country, the nurse is defined in both marital and maternal terms.
The country son goes out into a harsh landscape, but returns at night as a
man to a domestic sphere where nature is subdued by the farm
mother/ wife.

It should not surprise us that Canada's leading feminist would celebrate
the undervalued work of rural wives and mothers. Nor is it surprising that
an author as talented as McClung could create a passage that served the
analytic needs of at least three historians. It is perhaps unusual that
McClung, who herself left her farm home for teacher education in Win
nipeg, would present the work of single, urban women in such immoral
terms. Yet, McClung's pre-World War I rhetoric captured a spatial division
which remained a reality for working nurses throughout the interwar years.
The nurturing which the metaphoric nurse offered was aimed at those who
conformed to heterosexual and domestic roles, not to the women who
literally provided nursing services for pay.

This is not to argue that rural women were poorly served by their
decision to pursue nursing training in one of Manitoba's urban centres.
Quite the opposite. Nursing allowed a significant number of rural women
to support themselves as single women throughout their lives; others
worked for a short time before marrying; and many married women were
able to return to their profession when economic circumstances dictated.
Violet McMillan's decision in 1927to leave her isolated region of northwest
ern Manitoba for the unknown life at the WGH training school took, as she
put it, "nerve," but her choice was affirmed later in life when, as a young
widow with three small children, she was able to return to nursing to
support her family. Even those women who wed immediately after gradu
ation continued throughout their married lives to enjoy a familial and
community status as health care authority which other "unskilled" women
did not share. Nor am I arguing that nurses who returned to the countryside
upon graduation were always treated badly or did not enjoy rural work.
When Ingibjorg Cross was offered the job in Pine Falls she gladly accepted,
precisely because it was "in the sticks."lo4

What I am arguing is that as self-supporting single women, working
nurses faced limited economic opportunities in the health care markets
outside of urban centres. Some of those economic limitations were created
by external forces over which prairie dwellers had little control. But the
limitations rural women faced were also created by the gendered economic
and ideological structures of prairie life which defined "woman ... as farm
wife," defined women's work as that of unpaid domestic labour performed
by female wives and daughters (or poorly paid domestic servants), and
ensured that women had little chance of inheriting family property or
enterprises. Given the gendered structures of rural economies, single
women in the countryside took full advantage of the urban economies
which ascribed white-collar work as appropriately female.

The experiences of nurses in the prairie West thus remind historians of
the important role rural women played in the development of the nursing
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work force in twentieth-century Canada. Their experiences are also signifi
cant to the scholarship on western Canadian women. That scholarship,
while providing important analyses of asymmetrical gender relations
within agricultural communities, has focussed on farm wives and mothers,
on "domestic" labour, and on questions of "helpmate" versus victim,
thereby reinforcing the impression that all rural women were farm wives.
Shifting the focus to single self-supporting women, like nurses, broadens our
understanding of who rural women were and at the same time serves to
break down the urban-rural dichotomy which has characterized much of
western Canadian women's history. Prairie women were not either city
dwellers orrural folk, they were sometimes both.

Feminist scholars have been slow to pursue questions of urban-rural
relations, in part because we lack a model for understanding those relations
in gendered terms. The "metropolitan thesis," with its emphasis on the
"feudal chain of vassalage" between dominant urban centres and subordi
nate rural hinterlands - a thesis that has received little direct attention of
late, but remains an influential framework within western Canadian his
torylOS - needs to be reconsidered taking women's and men's differential
experiences and options into account. The experience of nurses in Manitoba
suggests that gendered relations within rural society were as significant as
metropolis-hinterland relations in shaping the lives of single women in the
countryside. The urban tertiary sector, including the health care market,
capitalized upon the dispossessed daughters of the countryside, but the
forces of urban production cannot solely be held responsible for the flow of
labour from country to city. In the 1920sand 1930s,power relations between
the sexes and between metropolis and hinterland intersected to shape the
life choices of rural women and to create the nursing work force of the
prairie West.
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"Forward to a Farm":
Land Settlement as Unemployment Relief in the 1930s

Dawn S. Bowen

ABSTRACT. In the early years of the Depression, Canada faced a rising unemployment
problem and a corresponding increase in its relief expenditures. Recognizing that many of the
unemployed in the nation's cities were recent arrivals from the farm, officials formulated a
scheme whereby those people could be returned to the land and provide for their own support.
This article examines the process which resulted in the adoption of a back-to-the-Iand program
for Canada's unemployed. It emphasizes the role of land and agriculture in Canada's national
development, demonstrates how these ideas influenced policy formation, and examines the
process of settlement as it occurred in northern Saskatchewan.

SOMMAIRE. Au debut de la Crise economique, la croissance du chomage entraina une forte
augmentation de l'aide sociale. Conscients du fait que plusieurs citadins sans emploi venaient
d'emigrer de la campagne, les dirigeants politiques creerent un regime incitant ceux-ci a
retourner en zone rurale afin d'y assurer leur propre subsistance. L'article retrace les etapes de
I'adoption d'un programme de retour aux champs pour les chomeurs, IImet en relief le role de
I'agriculture et de la terre dans Ie developpement du pays, montre comment ces idees
influencerent l'etablissement des politiques et se penche sur le cas de la colonisation dans le
Nord de la Saskatchewan.

During the 1930s, severe drought and economic depression irrevocably
altered the nature of Canadian society. Governments tried to alleviate some
of the most acute suffering, but the measures undertaken were insufficient
to provide for all of those in need. The most contentious issue during the
period was relief: seed relief for farmers, relief camps for the single unem
ployed, and direct relief for families in the cities. Unemployment reached
cataclysmic proportions and relief became a way of existence for many.
Faced with escalating costs, however, government officials sought new
alternatives to direct relief. The land offered one solution. Land had served
as a safety net in Canadian society, and popular opinion held that if a man
could not find work in the city, he could always support his family on a
farm. Individual families who returned to the land of their own accord
made up the bulk of the settlers in the 1930s, but the back-to-the-land
movement also reflected new government policies designed to encourage
urban relief recipients to take up homesteads.' This practice was carried out
at all levels of government from the local to the federal. In several provinces
interest in the back-to-the-land movement was initiated at the local level,
where cities sought to provide alternatives to direct relief and thus limit
their expenditures. An important factor distinguishing the 1930s migration
from its predecessors is that government actively encouraged and provided
financial assistance for indigent urban dwellers to obtain new homes in the
country. While individual decisions certainly played a role in determining
who joined the movement, it was often government that set the process in
motion. The idea was not a novel one for government had long taken a
leading role in promoting settlement in the prairie region, and had directed
the placement of returned soldiers on the land following World War 1.2 This
article demonstrates how state-assisted policy developed, and examines the
early stages of the process in Saskatchewan, where a number of cities
promoted settlements for unemployed workers in the northern part of the
province. It argues that because the federal government was reluctant to
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practice deficit spending, the adoption of a back-to-the-land strategy of
fered a reasonable alternative to direct relief. Finally, it challenges the recent
assertions of scholars who interpret this movement as an attempt on the
part of the state and big business to create a rural peasantry.

In Canada 1922-1939: Decades ofDiscord, John Herd Thompson traces the
political, economic and social roots of the Depression through the 1920s and
analyzes conditions in Canada during the very depths of the Depression.
He suggests that during the political reign of R.B. Bennett, the principal
issue was unemployment and how this problem might be most effectively
handled. During his campaign, Bennett had promised work to every man
who wanted it, and by implementing a restrictive tariff, he expected that
Canada would "blast her way" into world markets. A short-lived series of
public works projects and the protective tariff were the only solutions
Bennett had to offer the unemployed. Yet there was another option which
the government implemented to deal with the crisis. Thompson acknow
ledges that a back-to-the-land movement occurred during the 1930s,but the
few words devoted to the topic lead one to conclude that it was an insignifi
cant part of the Depression experience. To be fair, Canada 1922-1939 is
simply a survey of this tumultuous period in Canadian history, and it
would not have been possible for Thompson to consider every social or
economic development that was taking place. The author, however, relies
on only a few secondary sources to assess the back-to-the-land movement
and concludes that the relief settlement scheme was "an attempt to tum
back the clock to a peaceful, pre-industrial Canada, when the peasantry
starved quietlyon the farms during lean years.:"

Another critic of the back-to-the-land movement, James Struthers, de
votes more attention to the subject, but suggests simply that it was a popular
panacea for unemployment because it served the class interests of farmers
and big business." A central thesis of his work is that the "indifference to the
plight of the unemployed reflected Canada's preoccupation with the land."
Unemployment insurance was deemed inappropriate for Canada because
of its "agrarian nature." To support this view, Struthers quotes farm and
industry spokesmen who questioned the necessity of providing relief to
idle men in the city when there was work to be done on the frontier. These
same class interests also believed that a back-to-the-land movement would
create a "reserve army" of labour that could be maintained cheaply on the
land and recalled to industry when economic conditions improved. Taking
these ideas to their logical conclusion, Struthers argues that employing a
back-to-the-land strategy to combat unemployment "ensured that this
'reserve army' would be willing to work under conditions and for rates of
pay that were unattractive by any standards/" The evidence provided to
support these claims is, however, one-sided, and reflects the ideas of a vocal
group of economic leaders who were eager to protect and advance their
interests. Such opinions were widely voiced throughout the era, and thus
one must not assume that they simply represent conjecture on the part of the
author. But until further research is conducted into the ways in which both
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the labouring classes and the industrial elite reacted to back-to-the-land as
an unemployment relief strategy, the matter will remain unresolved.

Two other works, written while the back-to-the-land movement was
underway, provide important yardsticks against which the settlement plan
might also be measured. In both instances, the authors supported in princi
ple the idea of relief land settlement. In his study of labour and agriculture,
George Haythorne demonstrated the need for scholars to examine the
counterflow of migrants from the cities, described the social consequences
of the back-to-the-land movement, and suggested a number of ways to
judge the relative merits of newly established settlements. One recurrent
theme in Haythome's work was that farming and rural life were Canadian
traditions: "agriculture," he maintained, "is still fundamental in the Cana
dian economy and in Canadian life." Of greater relevance was his conten
tion that agriculture "is looked to hopefully as the medium through which
the unemployed may be reestablished in depression.?" In measuring the
human and financial costs of the 1930s settlement experience, Haythorne
believed that for those who "made the grade," the benefits in "physical,
psychological, and social gains" could not be calculated in financial terms.
Echoing the words of many of his contemporaries, Haythome offered this
support for the movement: U Against the alternative of life in a city slum area
perpetuated by a cash dole affording only meagre subsistence, settlement
offers the boon of self-respect, the chance of a self-supporting occupation,
hard but varied and satisfying work, in a healthy environment/"

In 1936, Robert England, an expert on immigration and settlement
employed by the Canadian National Railway, provided another perspec
tive on the back-to-the-land phenomenon then taking place in western
Canada. Demand for farms in the northern parts of the provinces, he
suggested, reflected settlers' interest in land where "building logs, fuel and
even game" were available, and indicated a lack of capital and a U desire to
engage in a more self-sufficing type of agriculture.?" England asserted that
although the back-to-the-land movement had its critics, the movement did
U emphasize the fundamentals of life." Life in the country was a tonic which
could cure those urban dwellers who had some previous relationship with
the land. Despite the fact that the land settlement scheme was simply a relief
project, officials truly hoped that those who participated in the plan would
be able to improve the quality of their lives. England reported that the
U de-urbanized settler [had] acquired a distrust of urban life, ... has as his
primary objective the provision of food and shelter, [and] is located where
the securing of these needs is possible." The belief in farming as a way of life,
in England's words "a family affair with an atmosphere of frugality,
industry and thrift," was still very much alive and, he believed, should be
encouraged,"

Clearly, the assessments of the back-to-the-land movement made by
these writers are problematic. A principal concern is that the conclusions
drawn by some modem scholars are not based on any original research. To
be sure, scholarly investigations into the process are few, but care must be
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taken not to make generalizations based only on secondary sources. Simi
larly, the writers who witnessed the movement firsthand, one of whom had
a vested interest in promoting the plan, do not take into consideration the
long-term outcome of the back-to-the-land policy, nor do they adequately
consider the interests of government in promoting settlement as a relief
measure. It is also clear that these men were very much influenced by the
economic conditions of the time, and by prevailing attitudes about rural life
and agriculture. It is not fair to evaluate the back-to-the-land policy without
placing it squarely within its full context. If the evidence at the local,
provincial, and federal level is examined closely, it is likely that a more
balanced interpretation of the back-to-the-land movement will emerge.

Canada in the Depression

Blair Neatby has written that Canada was at a turning point during the
Depression of the 1930s. Many Canadians had lost faith in institutions
which had permitted economic collapse and began to analyze seriously the
structure of society and the role of social institutions; they concluded that
both would have to change. Because government exercised power, Canadi
ansdemanded political action. While they admitted that relief was a first
step, they expected government to take control of the economic system, to
provide some direction for the economy, and to end the Depression. In
contrast to the ruling party in the United States, which pumped tremendous
amounts of cash into the American economy, the government of R.B.
Bennett was not one to provide creative leadership or to take chances.
Bennett staunchly believed in balanced budgets. No matter how bad the
economic calamity may have been for working-class Canadians, relief
would have to be limited to that which could be provided within the
constraints of fiscal responsibility.10 Michiel Hom provides a critical view of
the approach of Canadian governments during the Depression. Despite
calls for fiscal belt tightening, the total national debt increased by 27 percent
between 1930 and 1937, but none of these expenditures was used for any
"boldly innovative" projects. "Boldness, indeed," Hom declares, "is the last
word to describe the policies of the federal government, whether directed
by R.B. Bennett's Conservatives or William Lyon Mackenzie King's Liber
als."ll Of paramount concern for both governments was the avoidance of
new government responsibilities, particularly for the unemployed, that
"might prove costly or politically unrewarding." In short, this meant that
neither government was willing to expend the money that was necessary to
see Canada and Canadians through the worst of the Depression.

It is true that no one could have predicted the intensity of the economic
collapse, but there were warning signs. The nation had industrialized, but
little thought was given to the implications for both workers and farmers.
Neatby states that Canadians were so mesmerized by economic expansion
that increasing economic insecurity was ignored. After World War I, Can
ada shifted from a rural society to an urban one, and its economy expanded
from one based in agriculture to one rooted in industry. Rapid urbanization
accompanied this industrialization and seriously disrupted the balance of
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urban and rural populations. Writing about this process, John Herd
Thompson quotes a popular tune, "How're you gonna keep 'em down on
the farm after they've seen Paree?" but maintains that Groucho Marx was
closer to the mark when he quipped, "How'reyou gonna keep'em down on
the farm after they've seen the farm? 1112The social and economic gains made
in the cities far outpaced similar improvements in rural life and contributed
to the exodus from the farm. Analyzing a similar movement in the United
States, Leon Truesdell claimed that superficial reasons such as the glitter
and excitement of the city were often discussed, but, in fact, there were three
fundamental and far-reaching economic changes which made the migra
tion from the farm to the city almost inevitable. These were: 1) the develop
ment of factory production which meant that the farmer and his farm were
no longer self-sufficient enterprises; 2) the improvement of farming tech
niques through mechanization and specialization; and 3) a rising standard
of living. 13 T. Lynn Smith, a prominent American rural sociologist, agreed.
The small farmer and farm labourer had become marginalized in the
American economy. When people were crowded out of all other industry or
more rewarding agriculture, Smith believed, the subsistence farm became
the "employer of last resort.r'" This condition was exacerbated by the
Depression.

In Canada, the federal government attempted to ease the situation by
providing work relief, but in 1932, with costs escalating, Prime Minister
Bennett declared that all public works projects would be terminated. Direct
relief became the only option available to most destitute families. By the
early summer of 1932, however, another plan, known as relief land settle
ment, was being promoted. Although only a smallnumber of families could
ultimately benefit from this plan, it was widely heralded as a positive step.
Canada's identity as an agrarian nation is key to understanding the back-to
the-land scheme as a solution to the unemployment crisis. The ability of an
unemployed man to help himself and his family by returning to the land
served to confirm the belief that agriculture was the foundation of society.
The Conservative government's encouragement of the dispossessed to
return to the land as a means of self-help also demonstrates its reluctance to
rely on industry to provide the country's unemployed with a promising
future. If recovery was to be achieved, it would result largely from the
actions taken by those without work to help themselves. Although the
government provided assistance to the jobless who wanted to go to the
land, distributing funds in this manner was viewed as a logical alternative
to the provision of direct relief. Underwriting settlement was a worthy
expenditure if people could subsequently help themselves and emerge
from the morass of relief.

Back-to-the-Land as a Federal Response to Unemployment

In the spring of 1931, with unemployment levels increasing dramati
cally, the federal Department of Immigration and Colonization decided to
restrict immigration into the country. In summing up department policy,
Wesley A. Gordon, minister of Immigration and Colonization wrote, "It is
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obviously unfair to the newcomer and immeasurably more unfair to our
own people to encourage immigration of a type that will in any way
aggravate our own internal difficulties." In addition to curtailing immigra
tion, Gordon suggested that the two national railways, the Land Settlement
Branch of the Department of Immigration and Colonization, and the pro
vincial colonization departments undertake a coordinated effort to place
Canadians on available farmland. Further, the minister suggested that "it is
entirely logical that a substantial number of families ... now in our cities
should, under existing conditions, be seriously turning their thoughts to the
security to be found on the farm. ... Assured shelter and food are strong
incentives to families and individuals who are either out of employment or
whose probable tenure of employment is precarious.v'"

Commentators such as J.B.MacLean, President of the MacLean Publish
ing Company, agreed that the cooperative plan was "the first constructive
step in the solution of our present problems." He continued:

Rural populations have not required doles of any kind, and have been
living comparatively well; have plenty of money, particularly in On
tario and good parts of the West. In short, there has been no
unemployment or lack of food on the farms. 16

Others, including the committee charged with overseeing the coordination
of the settlement activities, echoed this viewpoint. In a report to Minister
Gordon in August 1931, committee members argued that the"agricultural
industry ... constitutes a stabilizing influence in our national structure [and]
offers ... a productive field for the absorption of a large number of our
Canadian unemployed.v" Observations such as these provided a good
indication that a policy of agricultural settlement for the jobless might be a
reasonable response to the unemployment crisis, and might alleviate some
of the burden that was being placed on governments to care for ever
increasing numbers of indigent citizens. They also suggest that long-held
assumptions about land and rural life would influence the course of federal
relief policy.

The policy initially met with a good deal of success. In a two-year period
ending in September 1932,over 9,000families hadbeen settled on farms and
nearly 21,000 single men had been placed in farm work throughout the
Dominion. The government believed that the placement of unemployed
single men in useful work on farms had served two objectives. Not only did
this action remove a large number of potential agitators from the cities, but
it was taken without additional cost to the government. The same staff that
had previously been engaged in attracting immigrants into the country
were now charged with placing Canadians on the land, and no funds were
expended from the public purse to assist this migration." Officials, how
ever, quickly came to the realization that simply helping families to locate
land was not enough. Families with the financial resources to return to the
land on their own accord were in short supply and those who had wanted
to take up land had already done so. Yet, there were still other families who
were willing to leave the city and try their luck on a pioneer farm. It soon
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became apparent to those in charge of settlement that families without
adequate means would also benefit from returning to the land and deserved
a chance to become self-supporting on a farm of their own. The urban
experience had been very disappointing for many of these families, and
officials believed that they would welcome an opportunity to return to a
rural life.19

Many members of Parliament appeared to agree that a number of
deserving families with agricultural backgrounds should be assisted to
return to the land. In March 1932, F.W. Gershaw, the Honourable Member
from Medicine Hat, Alberta, suggested that the federal government finance
a plan similar to the joint venture of the federal and railway colonization
departments. The people he had in mind were those who were out of work,
but "who might if suitably placed on the land be able to produce food and
supplies for themselves." It was a scheme, he believed, which would
provide genuine assistance to those with farming experience. It was also his
opinion that these people could be"supported on the farms at a smaller cost
to the state than [it] must meet [at present]." Gershaw added that some
people might charge that the government could not afford to undertake
such a scheme, but the people he would encourage to settle were already
being supported by some government, and that"three, four or five hundred
dollars a year must be advanced to keep them from starvation." If some
small amount of these funds were advanced as a credit, the people carefully
chosen, and the lands properly selected, then "many of the unemployed
who now have no hope for the future would be given fresh courage, and
their conditions vastly improved." Gershaw also claimed that if, in the end,
such a scheme added to the overproduction of farm products as some critics
had charged, then the scheme would have "succeeded far beyond our
hopes." In short, he did not see the plan as being more than a way to
promote self-sufficiency."

A month later, the MP from Saskatoon, F.R. Macmillan, also expressed
his support for a back-to-the-Iand policy. In 1931, he reported that his city
had sent "some forty-two families who were on the unemployed list [to
lands in northern Saskatchewan]. We financed them to some extent, and I
am glad to say that forty of the forty-two families will remain in the area,
and that they are doing exceptionally well." In the spring of 1932, the cities
of Saskatoon, Regina and Moose Jaw, in conjunction with the provincial
government, came up with a plan to relocate 2,000 unemployed families to
farms in the north with the assistance of the federal government. The cities
had already agreed to contribute $100, as had the province, and provincial
officials had asked the Dominion to make the same contribution. With a
total of $300,Macmillan believed, these families could be put into "produc
tive work whereby they can earn their living.?" With the city scheme
having already produced tangible results, Macmillan recommended that
the federal government support a similar plan, and offer financial assis
tance to the provinces that had citizens willing and able to earn their living
from the land.
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Not all members were so enthusiastic about the back-to-the-land move
ment, nor about the federal government's statements on the success of its
current policy. Angus MacInnis, a western Labour MP, declared that the
back-to-the-land movement "tends towards the creation of a peasantry in
Canada, a peasantry which will eke out a precarious living from the land
when there is nothing to be done in the city. That peasantry will form a
labour reserve to be called upon at a time when working conditions in the
cities improve. ,,22 Although this view may have reflected the opinion of one
section of the labour movement, another organization, the Trades and
Labour Congress (TLC), expressed a very different view. In the fall of 1933,
the TLC went on record as being "heartily in accord" with the settlement
policy. Tom Moore, president of the TLC, was satisfied with the efforts to
locate unemployed workers on the land, and expressed hope that the policy
be "continued and developed [so that] ... all those capable and willing to
provide for themselves and their dependents by farming may be placed in
a position to do SO.,,23 Smaller labour groups also promoted various back
to-the-land schemes as a way to relieve unemployment. In Saskatoon, the
British Workers' Association forwarded a plan to the city council in which
a dozen families would be placed on homesteads in the northern part of the
province, and machinery and equipment would be held on a community
basis." In Moose Jaw, a delegation from the Federal Workers' Union asked
city council to advance a loan to permit forty-two unemployed married
men to file on land under the provincial land settlement scheme." Both
plans were eventually turned down by the councils because they imple
mented other schemes instead, but they do suggest that these labour groups
recognized that land settlement offered immediate benefits and hope for
the future. Although the only evidence that the Trades and Labour Con
gress supported the idea of a back-to-the-land scheme for unemployed
workers is provided above, newspapers contain frequent references to local
labour organizations which lobbied city councils and provincial govern
ments to approve various plans. Not all labour groups were of one mind on
this issue as the statement of Angus MacInnis aptly demonstrates, and
perhaps it is significant that this was so. Nonetheless, the evidence mar
shalled here suggests that many of these organizations, particularly at the
local level, were supportive of the settlement idea, even if only as a tempo
rary palliative.

In the spring of 1932,the federal government began to consider seriously
a policy of state-aided land settlement as a measure to relieve unemploy
ment. At the request of Minister Gordon, W.M. Jones, commissioner of
Colonization in the federal Department of Immigration, formed a commit
tee which met to weigh the relative merits and potential problems associ
ated with such a program. Prior to its first meeting, Jones circulated a
memorandum to W.J. Black, the director of Colonization for the Canadian
National Railways and J.N.K. Macalister, chief commissioner of Coloniza
tion for the Canadian Pacific Railway, the two other committee members.
The memo raised a number of issues for discussion, including whether land
settlement should be undertaken as a practical means of relieving the
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national problem of unemployment, whether it was feasible for the federal
government to participate financially in such an undertaking, and how a
project might take shape." At its meeting, the committee concluded:

Unemployment relief applied in the placement of families on the land
- embodying as it does the essential element of helping people to help
themselves - would be in the public interest, both from the stand-point
of the families assisted and the Canadian tax payers who are called
upon to shoulder the burden of relief costS.27

The real issue concerned the cost of maintaining families in idleness on
direct relief, as opposed to the"cost of placing these same families, whose
practical experience and present condition indicate the possibility of rea
sonable success, on farms where they will contribute to their own
maintenance and in due course become self-sustaining.v'" Examined in this
manner, there was no doubt that money spent on direct relief would be
better channelled into a program of land settlement, where families could
provide for their own support and place less of a burden on the relief
system. The committee recommended that the federal government incorpo
rate a policy of land settlement into the present relief policy. Settlement was
a "constructive method of actually reducing unemployment," and would
permit families to help themselves. Further, it was "in the interest of the
Provinces and the Dominion to have these families return to a rural life.r "
Clearly, rural life was viewed as preferable to life in the city, and any attempt
to return urban residents with rural roots to the land was a positive step.

The plan advocated by these men was not a hastily conceived measure.
Each had considerable experience in colonization work, and their years of
experience enabled them to formulate a solid plan of relief settlement. The
selection of suitable families was crucial to its success, for, as committee
members maintained, "it would be a waste of money to endeavour to settle
any family that was totally unsuitable for rural life." They recommended
that only families with actual farming experience be allowed to participate
in the scheme; in addition, those families selected "must be keenly anxious
to return to rural life." Limiting expenditures was also an important prereq
uisite for the plan, and the committee reported that "many of these families
could live much more cheaply in the country than in the city provided that
they had suitable housing accommodation, a supply of milk and vegetables
and their own fuel." In conclusion, they declared:

a policy of settlement ... might not absorb any large number of unem
ployed families for the present winter; nevertheless the plan is a
constructive one and decidedly in the interests of our national develop
ment. It will relieve the problem at points where there is considerable
congestion, and above all it will enable a number of good families to be
self-sustaining and to re-establish themselves in rural life where they
desire to be.30

In late April 1932, the federal government, bowing to pressure from the
provinces and a number of its own ministers, announced plans to include a
land settlement scheme as part of its unemployment relief policy. The
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Dominion government would contribute one-third of the cost, while each
province would share the remaining two-thirds with the municipality from
which the family originated. Land settlement was stressed as an unemploy
ment relief measure, and its purpose was to promote subsistence farming
only. "This is in no sense a Government-aided land settlement scheme,"
Gordon stated, "but an application of relief expenditure to enable families
receiving relief to .contribute to their own maintenance by labour on the
land, where they may eventually establish themselves on a self-supporting
basis.T" All provinces except Prince Edward Island elected to participate in
the scheme, and accepted responsibility for the settlement arrangements
and selection of families. Each province would be assisted in this endeavour
by an advisory committee consisting of representatives from the munici
palities, the federal Department of Colonization, and the Canadian Pacific
and the Canadian National Railways. The agreements made with the
provinces stated that all families selected must be residents of Canada and
be on direct relief. It was further provided that selections be made without
regard for race, religious views, or political affiliation.32

The back-to-the-land movement was not a panacea for the myriad prob
lems associated with the Depression. It did, however, offer an alternative to
bare subsistence in the city, where opportunities for gainful employment
were few. A back-to-the-land policy would also not cure the unemployment
problem, nor would it actually help more than a few thousand families to
become self-supporting, but relief land settlement did provide the govern
ment with an opportunity to demonstrate that it was attempting to redress
some of the problems associated with urbanization and industrialization.
Minister Gordon argued that a fundamental cause of the Depression was
the imbalance between rural and urban populations. A necessary compo
nent of economic recovery, therefore, was the return of surplus urban
populations to the land. Gordon had long supported the idea of land
settlement, in large part because he adhered to those age-old beliefs that the
land could sustain and nurture a morally responsible and law-abiding
populace. When he announced the federal plan in Parliament, Gordon
explained that, in his opinion, the phrase "back to the farm" was a misno
mer. A more correct expression, he suggested, would be "go forward to a
farm" because in the final analysis, "if Canada is to survive ... it will be by
reason ... of the products of the first six inches of her soil.,,33 The land, then,
offered not only a temporary respite for the unemployed, but reestablishing
people in agriculture would fundamentally alter the nature of Canadian
society. Other proponents asserted that a back-to-the-land movement was
a "remedy suited to [the] national economy," which would permit the
"re-establishment of an equilibrium destroyed by a too rapid industrial
expansion." Thus, in the minds of those promoting the plan, relief settle
ment would direct people toward agriculture which, unlike industry, did
not refuse work to those who were willing, and offered them shelter and
sustenance."

After a brief period of public works projects, back-to-the-land became
Canada's only immediate response to the unemployment crisis. Land
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settlement did not pretend to end the problem of unemployment, but it was
one strategy which would permit people without adequate means to help
themselves. It was also viewed as a means of establishing a more equitable
balance between urban and rural populations which many observers be
lieved would ultimately ease the problem of unemployment. In Saskatche
wan, the city of Saskatoon took an active interest in promoting
back-to-the-land as a relief strategy. Soon, a number of other Saskatchewan
cities, recognizing the advantages for themselves and their indigent citi
zens, expressed their support for a land settlement program. The back-to
the-land movement in Saskatchewan is used as a case study to demonstrate
how the scheme was implemented at the provincial level, to document the
early months of one relief settlement community, and, where appropriate,
to give voice to the settlers who abandoned the urban world and became
pioneers on the province's northern frontier.

Saskatchewan, 1931-1934

In August 1931, the provincial premiers received a telegram from the
Department of Labour asking for an estimate of the number of unemployed
and the localities where the greatest problems existed. In reply, the premier
of Saskatchewan declared that over 21,000 people, fully 10 percent of the
urban population, were without work." Unemployment was largely a
result of "general causes," but crop failures had induced a large number of
farm labourers to drift into urban centers. In many cases, these workers
"arrived penniless as farmers were without funds to pay wages.,,36 Relief
numbers were generally at their lowest in the summer, but by mid-1932
over 1,600 families were still receiving relief. This figure represented an
increase of 150 percent over the previous summer. In the first six months of
1932, the province had expended more on relief that it had in all of 1931, and
there was no sign that the situation would soon improve."

The provincial government, faced with greater numbers of destitute
citizens and a nearly depleted treasury, sought ways to alleviate the eco
nomic crisis." Its solution was to encourage people to return to the farm. In
March of 1931, Saskatoon's mayor, John W. Hair, presented a plan to city
council which called for the placement of 500 unemployed city men and their
families on farms, where they could grow sufficient produce to meet their
own needs. Hair suggested that the farms be forty to eighty acres in size and
be grouped in small clusters so that buildings and equipment might be
shared by four families. The objective of the plan was not to expend vast
amounts of money to establish families, but rather to provide sufficient
assistance so that they could help themselves. The mayor concluded that "by
raising poultry, dairying in a small way, and growing potatoes and garden
crops, families should have no difficulty in making a living."39

Provincial officials recognized that plans such as the one noted above
might well have some effect on the unemployment crisis, and at the very
least might encourage a number of families to leave the city, thereby
reducing relief expenditures. Government officials and the public both
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favoured back-to-the-land schemes as a means of providing relief. Unem
ployed workers' associations were also interested in the idea and lobbied
local authorities to adopt a back-to-the-land program for the urban poor."
City officials in Saskatoon recognized that a back-to-the-land movement
had some genuine advantages: not only would a number of families be
removed from the city and its relief rolls, but those same families would be
working toward a goal of self-sufficiency. Politicians recognized that the
movement would have to be limited to a small number of the unemployed,
but some form of relief settlement held out the possibility of "inde
pendence, health and happiness," whereas direct relief could only lead to
IIdiscontent, bitterness and despair."?'

When the mayor announced his settlement plan in March, the response
was overwhelming. Within little more than a week, 156 families had
applied to the city relief officer, who reported being "literally besieged" by
prospective settlers." A number of these family heads also went to the CNR
Colonization office in Saskatoon to solicit an opinion about the mayor's
farm plan. The CNR agent advised the group to take up homestead land
rather than waiting to see if the forty-acre scheme would be approved.
Twenty-five of these families got together and interviewed Mayor Hair,
who then suggested that they meet with Major Barnett, the Deputy Minister
of Natural Resources. Barnett informed them that if they were able to secure
stock and equipment and file on homestead lands, they would become
eligible for a $500 provincial land settlement loan. With this information in
hand, the group decided to explore settlement possibilities. The families
selected four representatives who, in the company of two railway officials,
travelled to the northern part of the province to select a block of homestead
land. They found a tract of land near Loon Lake, a small settlement in
northwestern Saskatchewan, 175 miles northwest of Saskatoon (see Figure
1). The land was described as level or gently rolling, with good soil. It was
also well located as none of the homesteads were more than ten miles from
a proposed railway that would open up the country in the near future. The
group returned "well satisfied" with their selection.f

As a result of this action, city leaders became aware of the possibility of
settling families in northwestern Saskatchewan. According to CNR officials,
it was only after this opportunity came to light that city officials contacted
the provincial government about the possibility of funding families to
return to the land.44 In March, the Saskatchewan Legislature had passed a
land settlement act, which included a loan of up to $500 to assist in settling
qualified people on unoccupied provincial lands. Like the plans developed
later by the federal authorities, this act was not designed to be a land
colonization measure; rather it was intended as a means to enable families
living on relief in the city to become self-supporting through the estab
lishment ofhomesteads." Applications were reviewed by a special commit
tee in each city, and those selected were sent to a provincial committee for
final approval. If an application was passed, the province asked for an
inspection of the designated quarter section, and made arrangements to
transport the family to the land." Mayor Hair declared that large numbers
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Figure 1. Map of study area showing location of the Loon Lake settlement ("Little Saskatoon").

of the city's residents IIrealize that they would be better off on a farm of their
own than trying to make their way in the city under present conditions.T"
There was no illusion that they would become commercial grain farmers,
but it was thought that through hard work they could feed their families
and perhaps have a small surplus to barter for the items that they could not
produce.

The delegation of men who had travelled to northwestern Saskatchewan
conferred with the other family heads and decided to file on the land they
had seen in the Loon Lake area." Once they applied for homesteads, most
of the families in this group submitted requests to the province for settle
ment loans. Applicants were required to be British subjects and to have
resided in the province for at least five years." The application form
inquired extensively into the men's personal backgrounds, their occupa
tions and training, and, most importantly, their farming experience. Ques
tions included where this experience had been obtained (that is, prairies or
bush country), and what type of farming had been practiced (that is, grain,
livestock, or mixed farming). Farming skills were seen as necessary to
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ensure success, but the province also wanted to know what other skills
family members had which could help secure additional funds when
necessary. All men selected to participate in the scheme had farming
experience; most had been raised on farms, and had been farmers them
selves, or, at the very least, had worked as farm labourers. After their arrival
in the city, the men had taken up new occupations. Counted among the
settlers in this back-to-the-land movement were carpenters, railroad work
ers, machinists, teamsters, and even a few salesmen"

Selection of men with the potential to succeed was of paramount con
cern, but equally important in the minds of relief officials was the willing
ness of their wives to offer their full-fledged cooperation. "Fully 50 percent
of the success of such a venture," a newspaper reporter commented, "de
pended upon the women.t''" Women were also active participants in the
application process. They, too, were questioned about their farming experi
ence and whether they were"fully conversant with the conditions of life on
a pioneer farm." Finally, wives were asked if they approved of their
husbands' applications, and if they "willingly joined" them in taking up
land.s2 A report of the interview with the William Taylor family demon
strates how important women were in this equation: Mrs. Taylor is "a real
Scotch homemaker," wrote the inspector. "She is fully experienced, able
and willing to do her bit to make a success of farming with her husband.T"

The first group of Saskatoon residents left the city with high hopes as
they prepared to establish new lives in the north. The city had little to offer
them except a chance to own a piece of land so they could become self
supporting once again. They would still be dependent on the government
for assistance, but at least they could avoid the stigma of direct relief. These
men would be working again, not on a make-work project, but on develop
ing their own homesteads. Although funds were in short supply, the city
did its best to aid the settlers. Noting that some of the settlers were "not
overly blessed with worldly goods," the mayor appealedto local citizens to
donate any equipment they could spare: "An old wagon, plow, harrow,
garden tools, an old horse, and even clothing would be greatly appreci
ated." The Hudson's Ba~Company also supported the effort and supplied
each family with an ax. 4 The families departed in the late spring of 1931,
and were transported by rail to the end of the line at St. Walburg, a farming
town forty miles short of their destination. With their meagre possessions
and some livestock loaded in trucks and wagons, they followed the railroad
grade north to their homesteads at Loon Lake.

The settlers at "Little Saskatoon," as the community was commonly
known, appeared eager to make the best of their situation. They were well
aware that the first two or three years would not be any "picnic," but they
were prepared to work hard. When they arrived on their homesteads, they
built shacks and cleared a small amount of land for a garden. One enthusi
astic resident, Stanley Sly, described the area as a "regular little heaven,"
and suggested to a Saskatoon reporter that "it would be impossible to
induce any of [the settlers] to return to the city." Fish and game were
plentiful and wild fruit grew in abundance. Sly optimistically concluded,
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"While we have been there only a few weeks we are now practically
self-supporting.Y' The newspaper's editor responded that although the
claims of self-sufficiency may have been a "little exaggerated," it nonethe
less appeared that the settlers were content and that the scheme was off to a
good start." In the fall, another homesteader, Ray Gearhart, offered to ship
two tons of fish to the city relief office in repayment for the assistance that
the city had given to him and his friends. Gearhart, who was no doubt a
better promoter than a settler, also reported that plenty of timber was
available, and was visiting Saskatoon in an effort to secure a market for the
wagons, sleighs and other agricultural equipment that he expected to
produce in his wood-working plant.57

Other positive reports on activities in the north arrived the following
spring. In March 1932, George Hoffman, another former Saskatoon resi
dent, told the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix that the greatest problem facing the
Loon Lake settlers was a shortage of livestock feed, but that community
members were "otherwise happy and contented with their lot.,,58 In April,
when the House of Commons was debating the possibility of federal
support for the back-to-the-land movement, MP Macmillan read a letter
from a former city resident that confirmed this view. The settler wrote:

Sure, it is great! When working for oneself it is a pleasure. We have got
things comfortable. The cabin, or mansion, is a kitchen, dining-room,
sitting-room, combined, with a nice big pantry, also good sized bed
room and clothes closet.

Last week I built an addition to it, 8x15,joining the kitchen which I have
piled up with wood so the wife don't have to keep running outside
every time she needs some. Have also built a chicken house, ... and
cleared about 12 acres of land ready for breaking.... I am starting to get
logs out for a pig pen and a barn. ... As far as the wife and I are
concerned, we say the government will never have this homestead
again, as I have no fear it will all turn out all right.59

Still another letter arrived at the city relief office from a Loon Lake settler
who encouraged the city to send more unemployed families north. Condi
tions were not ideal, but at least the settlers appeared to be satisfied with
their prospects:

Thought I would drop you a few lines, just to let you know that we are
still alive. I have not been able to call at your office this winter for a work
card or relief, thank God .... With us the future looks good. We have
something to work for.

We have a very nice log cabin.... There's one real good feature about it,
there's no one coming along every month demanding rent or telling us
to get out. ... I am the landlord....

Last year at this time we owned nothing, now we feel as if we have the
world on a downhill pull. It may be slow, but it is success none the less .
... My advice is if you have more men down there that ... can get away
from mother's apron strings, also their wives have real backbone and if
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TABLE 1
1932Land Settlement Plan, Province of Saskatchewan

1932 1933

Number of Settlers 394 114

Number of Dependents 1445 435

Located on Crown Land 235 49

Located on Purchased Land 159 65

On Land 353 113

Abandoned 41 1

Total Expenditure $164,873 $30,285

Average per Settler $411 $288

Number of Settlers Contributed from Saskatchewan Cities

Saskatoon 193 48
Regina 77 30
Moose Jaw 59 0
Prince Albert 12 6
Weyburn 4 3
Swift Current 2 1
Yorkton 1 1
Towns & Villages 46 25

Source: NA, RG 30, vol. 8395,file 3840-4,"Saskatchewan Relief Settlement Plan."

you can find your way clear for them to homestead let them go. It's hard
grinding, but when it's time for one's self, who cares.i"

Encouraged by these and other reports, and facing near daily requests from
the unemployed to participate in the settlement scheme, the province contin
ued to discuss various schemes to place unemployed workers on the land.

The province expected to continue with its program of relief settlement
in 1932,but hoped to get more support from the federal government.61 Later
that year, when the federal government finally agreed to fund the back-to
the-land movement, the province of Saskatchewan eagerly participated
(see Table 1). It viewed its own settlement plan of the previous year as a
success, and believed that with the assistance of the federal government
more unemployed relief recipients could be encouraged to return to the
land. Although it is uncertain precisely how provincial officials judged the
success of the plan, one tangible measure was cost. Even after supporting
the families through the winter, the province had only spent an average of
$150 per family, a figure considerably less than the cost of maintaining a
similar family on city relief.f Faced with no other viable alternative, the
provincial government agreed that relief funds would be better spent on
reestablishment than for the dole.

In the spring of 1932, a United Church missionary toured the new
settlements, but the portrait that he painted was not quite so inspiring. In a
report to The Western Producer, Reverend A.R. Taylor described the
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conditions he had encountered. In many of the homes visited, "women
were in a highly nervous state due to loneliness," and both scabies and
impetigo were in evidence as "clothing [was] not sufficiently plentiful to be
changed frequently." Few of the city men, Taylor warned, had accom
plished much in the way of farm work, and he believed that the placement
of these men on the land was not an unqualified success. Commenting on
this report, the United Farmers expressed sympathy with the desire of
authorities to solve the unemployment problem, but demanded that before
any further settlement of the unemployed be made, the province undertake
a thorough and disinterested investigation to discover the truth about the
settlement scheme/"

There can be no doubt that conditions in the north were difficult, but
were they, in fact, significantly worse than those experienced by relief
recipients in the city? Access to medical services, schools, churches, and
stores was certainly more limited, but those amenities were still available to
the settlers. A Red Cross hospital was opened at Loon Lake in the fall of
1931, the settlers erected two schools to educate their children, and visiting
missionaries attended to the spiritual needs of the homesteaders." It is true
that the men had in fact made little progress in their agricultural endeav
ours, but they had been on the land less than a year when the minister made
his visit. All participants were aware that they would be pioneers on a new
frontier, and due to their late departure in the 1931 season, no one expected
that they would achieve more than the planting of a small garden and the
clearing of a couple of acres.f It is also true that their isolation far from the
city meant their that concerns could be easily ignored, but for the first year
or two, the city tried to keep in touch with its former residents and to
provide them with as much assistance as possible." And the settlers'
correspondence does suggest that, initially at least, they were optimistic
about their prospects for reestablishment.

Attempts to ease the transition from urban life to life on a pioneer farm
were made by both relief officers and CNR colonization agents, but the
back-to-the-land settlers still confronted many harsh realities. At first, it
may have seemed adventurous to move to the north and try one's hand at
farming, but the initial attraction soon gave way to stark reality. In Septem
ber 1934, F.B. Kirkwood, superintendent of land settlement for the CNR,
made an inspection of the Loon Lake region. His report provided a sad
commentary on the status of the back-to-the-land movement:

money is very scarce and in many cases non-existent. It is extremely
difficult for homesteaders to obtain ready cash as they have nothing to
sell. Where formerly homesteaders were able to secure work for wages,
... today the homesteader has no opportunity along this line. He is too
far from market to hope to sell cordwood; his equipment is generally
inadequate, and thus he has been unable to bring much land under
cultivation, which means that he has no crops to sell.67

Citing the "indifference of the administration" and "lack of funds," Kirk
wood stated that he did not expect the province to continue with the plan in
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1935.There was clearly a need, he believed, for the province to spend more
money on these settlers, particularly in the form of development work on
the farms. Yet, given the high cost of relief and the numerous other demands
being placed on the system, it was not likely that anyone could convince
provincial officials to spend even more money on the settlers." For the
back-to-the-Iand scheme to be truly successful, governments would have to
provide infrastructure, supervision, and off-homestead employment. None
demonstrated a willingness to make the financial commitment that was
necessary to permit these settlers to become permanently reestablished on
the land.

Although a thorough analysis has yet to be made, it does appear that the
back-to-the-land schemes in Saskatchewan, at least, experienced some
success. Of the twenty-five Saskatoon families who moved to Loon Lake,
for example, more than half eventually gained title to their homesteads. It
appears, also, that the first two years of settlement were critical. Of the
settlers approved under the 1932 relief settlement plan, 23 percent had
abandoned their properties within the first two years. Four years later, that
figure had only reached 27 percent." These numbers compare favorably
with those for Manitoba, where 24 percent left within two years and 38
percent within four. More than nine out of ten settlers eventually aban
doned their holdings in Manitoba, although half remained on the land for
at least five years and 20 percent lasted for over a decade." A considerable
number of people who were accepted into the programnever actually settled
on the land, and this fact may falsely inflate the failure rates, but many of
those who did settle were simply unsuited for the task. Illness, domestic
trouble, and general unsuitability were frequently cited as reasons for aban
donment, but in some cases the recorder was more specific. For two settlers
who abandoned their homesteads in Manitoba, the clerk provided as rea
sons: "absolutely useless as a settler," and "salvaged at his own request. ,,71

Upon initial inspection, these figures are appalling, and suggest that the
policy was a miserable failure. In reality, however, settlement in the prairie
provinces was not an easy undertaking. A harsh climate, poor land, pests,
and uncertain market conditions each raised the odds against eventual
success. In TheCanadian Prairies, Gerald Friesen discusses the work done by
Chester Martin to calculate failure rates among homestead applicants.
Friesen describes the rate of attrition as "extraordinary." In Alberta, 45
percent of entries made between 1905 and 1930 were abandoned, while in
Saskatchewan for a similar period, the figure was 57 percent.72 It must be
remembered, too, that these settlers were usually farmers, who intended to
acquire a homestead in western Canada. In addition, many of them were
European settlers who Martin claimed were better homesteaders than
settlers of Anglo-Saxon origin." The back-to-the-Iand settlers of the 1930s
had farming experience, but they had also become urbanized. That their
rates of failure compared favorably with those of settlers of an earlier era is
testimony to their diligence and perseverance.
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Reflections on the Back-to-the-Land Scheme

Back-to-the-land was not born of the Depression, yet it was very much
affected by both the disastrous economic conditions of the 1930s, and the
more prosperous decade of the 1920s. The historians who have charac
terized the movement as an attempt to create a rural peasantry have done
so unfairly. They have not given due consideration to the social and
economic conditions of the time, to the ideological roots of the back-to-the
land philosophy, or· to the actual people who participated in the process.
This article does not pretend to have completely addressed each of these
points, but it does take a step in the right direction. Until such time as a
thorough investigation of the back-to-the-land movement is made, scholars
must not be quick to judge the scheme too harshly. There were serious
inadequacies in the schemes adopted and promoted by provincial and
federal governments, and these problems were compounded by insuffi
cient financial resources. Nevertheless, the back-to-the-land movement did
hold out opportunity for many Canadians who had no other hope.

One critic has charged that Canada's preoccupation with the land kept it
from confronting the unemployment problem and finding innovative solu
tions to the crisis that was enveloping the country. But land was fundamen
tal to Canadian identity. Canada was a nation of farmers, and while many
of those farmers were no longer on the farm, the sentiment remained. In
prosperous times, people left the land for the city; in times of economic
distress, people were willing to give the land another chance. This ebb and
flow of humanity reflected the fortunes of an uncertain and sometimes
unsound economy. Although the land could provide sustenance, cities and
their industries, reformers charged, could not support densely concen
trated populations. In urban environments, people had nothing to fall back
on. On the farm, at least, they would not starve. The ideological roots of this
belief in the land lent both credence and support to the back-to-the-land
schemes adopted by the government. Canada's long agrarian tradition, and
the fact that agriculture provided the underlying support for much of the
Canadian economy, also helped to convince people and their government
that a return to a simpler rural life would benefit society.

Financial considerations are central to understanding the Depression
era back-to-the-land movement. Time and again, politicians and civil ser
vants advised that land settlement would be a cost-saving measure.
Families could be supported on the land more cheaply than similar families
in the city. And given Bennett's fiscal conservatism, reduction of costs
became an overriding concern in any relief measure. In the spring of 1932,
when public works programs were suspended in favour of direct relief, the
principal motivation had been cost. Public works were ten times more
expensive than direct relief, and despite the fact that many useful projects
had been undertaken, Bennett refused to engage in any form of deficit
spending if it meant jeopardizing Canada's credit rating. Returning people
to the land had the advantage of reducing local relief burdens, and offered,
potentially at least, the chance to permanently reestablish people who could
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become self-supporting. It no doubt seemed reasonable to politicians that if
men could not find work in the cities, they could always support their
families on the farm. The Depression did not alter this attitude. It only
added impetus.

Finally, the back-to-the-land plan was packaged as an opportunity for
men on relief to save face. On the land, men and their families could work
to feed themselves and did not have to experience the near daily humili
ation of city doles. Effort put into their homesteads would provide
satisfaction because settlers knew that it was home. These were the poten
tial benefits and the tangible results that might be realized. The reality was
often very different. Land settlement schemes were, in fact, emergency
responses to adverse conditions, rather than carefully planned colonization
initiatives which were necessary to ensure success. The federal government
repeatedly declared that its plan was simply designed to provide relief, not
to create new communities. Land settlement may have provided an alterna
tive to direct relief, but without sufficient financial resources, adequate
guidance in agricultural matters, or the provision of any infrastructure, the
land settlement scheme could not begin to address the problems of the
urban poor. In the final analysis, neither the cities, the province nor the
federal government were prepared to expend the funds necessary to sup
port a full-fledged back-to-the-land movement. It was in reality a stop-gap
measure for a government bankrupted by relief payments and, with no end
to the Depression in sight, it was the only tangible program it could offer a
populace clamouring for action.
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The Other Railway: Canadian National's Department of
Colonization and Agriculture
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ABSTRACT. The historiography of the development of Canada, and that of the Canadian West
in particular, has privileged the role of Canadian Pacific Railway. Canada's other major
railway system, the Canadian National Railways, also merits attention as a catalyst of settle
ment and economic development. This article focusses on the activities of the CNR'sDepartment
of Colonization and Agriculture from 1923to 1960,with particular emphasis upon the interwar
years and the years of the "Railways Agreement." Concerned with elucidating the operation
of CNR's settlement activities within a corporate structure, this article also considers the
contemporary attitudes to immigration, cultural policy, IIscientific settlement" and national
development.

SOMMAlRE. L'historiographie du developpement de notre pays et plus particulierement de
l'Ouest privilegie le role du chemin de fer du Pacifique Canadien. L'autre important reseau
ferroviaire, Ie "Canadien National," fut lui aussi un catalyseur de la colonisation et du
developpement economique. Passant en revue les activites du Departement de la colonisation
et de l'agriculture du CNRentre 1923 et 1960, les auteurs examinent de plus pres la periode
entre les deux guerres et l'epoque de I'Entente liant le gouvernement et les compagnies
ferroviaires. S'attachant it elucider les modes d'operation privilegies par le CNR dans ses
activites de colonisation au sein de sa structure organique, l'article considere egalement
I'attitude envers I'immigration, la politique culturelle, la colonisation dite IIscientifique" et le
developpement national it cette epoque.

The Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) occupies a central position in the
metanarrative of the settlement and development of Canada, and in par
ticular of the Canadian West. It performed a grand role as part of the
nineteenth-century realpolitik of nation building. Furthermore, it provided a
more pragmatic service as dispenser of lands, carrier of goods and people,
and as an active agent in the development of Canada's socioeconomic
infrastructure. In each of these regards the CPRhas received considerable
attention.' With its colourful history and its position as Canada's first
trans-continental railway, the CPRhas captured the historical imagination
of Canadians.'

But the CPR was not alone in these nation-building activities. From the
close of the nineteenth century, it was joined by other railway ventures,
notably the Canadian Northern Railway and the Grand Trunk Pacific.3 The
financial collapse of these ventures, and federal government intervention to
pick up the pieces, resulted in the appearance of a new actor, the Canadian
National Railways (CNR).4

The attention directed to the CPR's various roles has been further limited
by the tendency to focus on the pre-1914 period: the dramatic period of
western expansion and immigration associated with the Laurier-Sifton
years. However, both the CPRand CNR were much involved in the signifi
cant immigration and settlement that continued during the 1918-61 period.
During these years, some four million persons entered Canada and the two
railways were active, not only as carriers of immigrants from eastern ports,
but also as proponents of pro-immigration policies. Indeed, during the
years of the "Railways-Government Agreement" (hereafter Railways
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Agreement) from 1925-30, and in modified form from 1947-61, they were
closely integrated into federal immigration policy and practice.'

But if this period has received little attention, the role of the CNR as an
active agency of national and regional development has also been ne
glected. To this end, this article will direct attention to the CNR's principal
agency for promoting the colonization, settlement, and economic develop
ment of the regions tributary to its rail network: the Department of Coloni
zation and Agriculture.

Organizing Colonization: The First Steps

Between 1919 and 1923, the Canadian National Railways system assem
bled and integrated a number of railway corporations including the Cana
dian Northern, the Grand Trunk, the Grand Trunk Pacific, and the
Intercolonial. The origins of the CNR's colonization and settlement activities
are to be found in the somewhat similar organizations developed by these
predecessors. Thus, the Canadian Northern's promotional department was
the model for the CNR's Industrial and Resources Department (IRD) estab
lished in 1919. Initially concerned with shepherding Canadian and Ameri
can prospective settlers to unoccupied lands tributary to its western lines,
in 1920 the IRD undertook the responsibility for colonization work in the
Grand Trunk Pacific's lands in Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and expanded
its operation out of the sales of land and into agricultural development. The
first annual report for the IRD's operations in 1919 expressed the optimism
of the new organization:

Never in the history of the West has there been such a land settlement
movement as that which has taken place along the Canadian National
Railways lines this year; that is as to bona fide farmers going on the land
with the intention of establishing permanent homes and working their
farms. There has been little or no speculation. The class of settlers
coming in, especially from the United States, has been of a fine and
highly desirable type. Pessimists have fled from the country and every
person enga~ed in the land business today, is anticipating a big busi
ness in 1920.

While this boosterish tone continued into the next year, a note of caution
identified a concern with assimilation and absorption of newcomers that
was to become a common refrain in subsequent years:

it is not advisable to rush people in faster than the country can take care
of them, and especially now that it is most desirable that all immigrants
should go on the land and be of a class likely to make good there. With
indiscriminate immigration a large percentage of immigrants would
soon drift into the cities and towns, already too crowded in comparison
with rural settlement, and become a burden on the public, and still
worse, enter into unfair competition with our native sons, so many of
whom train for town work and who have been brought up to higher
standards than have many of the immigrants of the class that is likely to
drift to the cities and into the hands of the welfare and charitable
organizations.i
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The very language of favoured "class," "indiscriminate" immigration,
public "burden," "unfair competition," and "native sons" highlighted con
temporary concerns. Nativism, which Palmer has described as an
"amalgam of ethnic prejudice and nationalism," is clearly evident in the
language of the report, as is a growing emphasis on issues of social reform."
The social reform. movement, frequently associated with I.S. Woodsworth
and the All People's Mission in Winnipeg, paid particular attention to the
perceived problems associated with immigrants in modern urban condi
tions." The IRD's rhetoric reflects the tendency towards applying principles
of social engineering as appropriate means for dealing with such "prob
lems." Finally, the IRD's comments demonstrate an emerging sensitivity, on
the part of the "government's railway," to current Dominion immigration
priorities. This is particularly evident in the efforts to minimize the drift of
agricultural immigrants from rural to urban areas, which, it was believed,
contributed to the negative public image of immigration in general.

In 1923, Sir Henry Thornton assumed the post of president of the CNR
and brought with him a dynamic view of immigration, colonization and
agricultural development. Thornton was anxious to see settlement on the
vacant lands throughout the 22,000 miles of the CNRsystem. Such settle
ment would, he hoped, increase the economic productivity of those lands,
and thus increase the volume and revenue of passenger and freight traffic.
As noted in a corporate assessment of Thornton's vision of the task before
him,

oneofthe firstconclusionshe reachedwas that if the problem were ever
to be solved there must be a largerpopulation to provide patronage for
the vast railway mileage of the Dominion, and hence a revival of the
immt~ration which characterizedthe years immediately preceding the
war.

The facts supported Thornton's view of "the problem." In 1921, some
191,183 vacant homesteads amounting to 30,589,280 acres were still avail
able along the northern edge of the Prairies, albeit in remote districts. Of
these, 100,000 were in the Athabasca, Grande Prairie, and Peace River
districts of Alberta; 40,000 in the northern fringe of the Saskatchewan
parklands; and 34,000 in northwest Manitoba and the Interlake region." In
addition, there were also thousands of farms lying unoccupied and under
developed after being abandoned because of poor quality land, personal
failure, or opportunities elsewhere. Contemporary theory argued that rail
systems needed 400 persons per mile of track to be economically viable.
Canadian railways had only about 300 persons per mile, with this figure
dropping to a mere 100 persons per mile in the Prairies. Clearly, coloniza
tion, settlement, and development had to be a top corporate priority if the
new railway was to be a commercially successful operation.f

Moreover, Thornton was very aware of the competition facing the CNR:

Much was said in those days about the need of making the C.N.R.
known, both in Great Britainand the Continent; railway stations and
other public placeshad for yearsbeen placarded with Canadian Pacific
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posters depicting the grain fields of the West and the many opportuni
ties which the Dominion offered prospective settlers; Canada and the
C.P.R. were synonymous in the public mind ofthe old lands. A deter
mined effort was to be made to remedy this situation.t'

Accordingly, Thornton was an energetic promoter of the image of the CNR,
working to increase public awareness of the railway's arrival on the Canadian
corporate landscape. In 1923,he tooksteps toward creating an organization IIto
influence the largest possible rail movement and settlement to Canadian
National Iines." " The CNR's Department of Colonization and Development
was established under the direction of the vice-president, W.D. Robb, with
C. Price-Green as commissioner of Colonization and Development in the
Montreal headquarters, and Dr. W.J. Black as European commissioner with
headquarters in London, England.

Thornton was a firm believer in the professionalization of the railway's
upper management. As the case of Dr. Black illustrates, Thornton hired
trained and experienced men who were widely regarded as experts in their
fields. Prior to joining the railway, Black had been president of the Manitoba
Agricultural College from 1906 to 1914, deputy minister of Agriculture in
Manitoba, chairman of the Soldier Settlement Board, and the federal deputy
minister of Immigration." He was clearly well qualified for the job. Indeed,
in 1924, he was promoted from the London office to the position of head of
the entire Department of Colonization and Development.

The new department was provided with a set of principles that under-
scored the fit between corporate and government priorities:

1. To influence the immigration and satisfactory settlement in Canada
of the largest possible number of people of productive capacity which
the country can absorb and assimilate;

2. to contribute to the dissemination of information concerning the vast
and extensive natural resources of the Dominion and the widespread
opportunities for industrial development so that capital may be at
tracted from other countries;

3. to promote the land settlement of new Canadians under conditions
that will ensure the maximum success in their farming operations and
enable them to enjoy such social and religious institutions as are
necessary to individual happiness and contentment;

4. to encourage improvement in agriculture so that more diversified
methods may be used in farming, and that crop, livestock and dairy
production may be increased in accordancewith market demands and
prospects;

5. to assist by organized effort in the immigration of young people of
desirable type and character, especiallyfrom Great Britain,and in their
placement in respectable rural homes, where they may become quali
fied to participate in constructive activities and acquire citizenship of
distinct value to Canada;
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6. to aid in the development of new opportunities for service and to
facilitate every effective means of selecting immigrants physically fit
and anxious for work;

7. to co-operate with the federal and provincial governments and
business organizations throughout the Dominion in promoting all
measures calculated to contribute toward an increase in immigration of
adaptable people and in their settlement under the most favourable
conditions possible."

While intended as a corporate mission statement, the policy is replete with
patriotic and progressive rhetoric. No reference is made to the CNR or to its
corporate agenda and vested interests in the project; but much attention is
paid to the social and economic development of the Dominion which would
be achieved through the attraction of "people of productive capacity,"
young people of "desirable type and character, especially from Great
Britain," and those "physically fit and anxious to work." The lack of
reference to the railway's own agenda sends an implicit message that CNR
development and success were considered to be synonymous with Cana
dian development and success. Clearly, the CNR did not wish to transgress
Canada's current immigration policies aimed at admitting only those who
could be absorbed by the agriculture-natural resource sector and assimi
lated into an essentially Franco-British model of Canadian identity."

CNR and the Railways Agreement

In the years following World War I, both the CPR and CNR were anxious
for the federal government to return to its prewar pro-immigration posture.
Corporate interests would be advanced by large influxes of immigrants
moving west by rail, and railway traffic would be stimulated by the
settlement and development of lands throughout their respective territo
ries. Indeed, in 1925, the companies pressed Mackenzie King's Liberal
government to allow them a more aggressive role in the processing and
movement of immigrants. Their efforts met with a positive reception and
the Railways Agreement was signed on 1 September 1925. Henceforth, the
CPR and CNR would be delegated a principal role in the immigration
process because of their vested interest in colonization and because "their
transportation facilities by land and sea are specially qualified to procure,
select, and settle immigrants of the classes mentioned, and have the neces
sary organizations for that purpose.v" Charged with the responsibility for
processing and transporting "continental" immigrants, the government
went out of its way to emphasize particular restrictions. The railways could
only bring to Canada those categories of immigrants allowed by the current
federal immigration policy; the definition of these categories was to be a
constant bone of contention between the corporations and the government.
Moreover, the railway companies were to be responsible for repatriating to
their home countries all those who became "public charges" within a year
of entry into Canada. Clearly, the Railways Agreement was a clever politi
cal ploy: it capitulated to the powerful corporate interests arguing for
increased immigration, and at the same time used those corporations as a
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buffer between government and public opinion with regard to the sensitive
matter of "continental" immigration. This contemporary sensitivity is cen
tral to any understanding of the policy and practice of Canadian immigra
tion during the interwar years.

The records of the federal Department of Immigration and Colonization
reveal a profound tension concerning the matter of who the railways were
allowed to bring to Canada." The federal officials carefully monitored the
railways' recruitment of immigrants." The railways were warned particu
larly to select, transport, and locate only those who were "mentally, mor
ally, physically and industrially fit and of a type suitable for permanent
settlement in the Dominion.T" The current regulations only allowed entry
to those judged to be agriculturalists, agricultural workers, or domestic
servants from a restricted list of continental European countries.

The countries were further classified into the insidious categories of
"preferred" and "non-preferred.T" These descriptions emanated from a
conflation of racialist, eugenic, and geographic determinist theories of the
day. Thus, Section 38, Chapter (c), of the Immigration Act of 1910 had
excluded "immigrants belonging to any race deemed unsuitable to the
clima.tic requirements of Canada, or immigrants of any specified class,
occupation or character.T" Xenophobia and political paranoia gripped
Canada following World War I; the Soviet Revolution and the Winnipeg
General Strike of 1919 exacerbated this tension. Accordingly, in 1919,
Section 38, Chapter (c) was beefed up to exclude those

deemed undesirable owing to their peculiar customs, habits, modes of
life and methods of holding property, and because of their probable
inability to become readily assimilated or to assume the duties and
responsibilities of Canadian citizenship within a reasonable time after
their entry.24

Subsequent orders-in-council prohibited the entry of nationals from Ger
many, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey, as well as Doukhobors,
Hutterites and Mennonites. While the latter were revoked by the newly
elected Liberal government of Mackenzie King in 1922, the overall tenor of
the legislation remained."

Explicit criteria were applied to the selection process. Those who were
"preferred" were British, French, Americans, and immigrants from the
northwestern European nations of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland,
Belgium, Holland, and Switzerland. Ironically, despite their initial exclu
sion, people of German background - whatever their current location 
were constantly singled out as being desirable colonists." Persons from
Central Europe including Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and
Yugoslavia were classified as "non-preferred" and were only admitted
according to quotas determined annually for agriculturalists, farm labour
ers, and domestics." Finally, a long alphabetized list stretching from Al
banians, through Hebrews, to Turks were classified as "others" and were to
be excluded; their admission would only be considered for special cases by
the federal immigration authorities.



THE OTHER RAILWAY 237

Table 1
CNR's 1929 Guidelines Under the "Continental Family Settlement Programme"

Scheme Minimum Nationalities Restrictions
Capital Included

Requirements
X $1,000 G,U,P,H,L - arrival between 15 March and 31 October

A $500 G,U,P,H - arrival between 15 April and 1 September
- parents of mature age, with no more than 2
children under 6 years old

B $250 G,U,P - arrival between 1 May and 1 August
- parents of mature age, with no more than 3
children under 12 years old, and no children
under 6 years old

- parents advised they would be placed in outly-
ing districts, under pioneer conditions, would
probably have to erect their own buildings,
and "work out" for a number of years

C' $100 G,U,P - arrival between 15March and 15 May, prefer-
ably in April

- "agriculturalists" without previous residence
in Canada or the U.S. accustomed to manual
labour

- parents advised they would be placed in
outlying districts, under pioneer conditions,
would probably have to erect their own build-
ings, and "work out" for a number of years

- required to sign agreement (written in their
own language) to accept farm employment
under the CNR's direction on arrival

J $100 G,U,P - same as for Scheme "C"
- parents between 21 and 40 years old, with no
more than 3 children under 15 years old, and
no children under 3 years old

- parents must be prepared to take separate
employment if necessary

Nationalities: G - German-speaking; U - Ukrainian; P - Polish; H - Hungarian; L - Lithuanian

Source: NA, RG 30, vol. 8400,"Continental Family Settlement, Western Canada, 1929."

Furthermore, the need to ensure that prospective "continental" (read
"non-preferred") immigrants met the socioeconomic priorities of the day
resulted in a blending of ethnic, national, and economic criteria. Thus, the
"Continental Family Settlement Programme" broke down colonists into
"X," "A," "B," "C," and "J" groups according to amounts of capital,
marriage status and family size, and national origins (Table 1).28 Quotas
were also assigned to more refined categories such as "L" and "M" for
German Lutherans, "T" for German Baptists, and "P" and "K" for German
Catholics. Finally, as is illustrated in Table I, the colonization of each group
was carefully directed by department policy: specific arrival periods were
assigned; intending immigrants were advised as to whether they could
select their own locations or whether they would be directed to "outlying
districts, [to settle] under pioneer conditions"; certain groups were required
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"to erect their own buildings and work out for a number of years"; while
others were warned that the family unit would be disrupted and parents
required to take separate employment.

Predictably, both the CPR and CNR entered into the Railways Agreement
enthusiastically as a means of harnessing national policy to their respective
corporate interests. In anticipation of its new role, the CNR restructured its
colonization arm in 1924, appointing Dr. Black as director, and renaming it
the Department of Colonization, Agriculture, and Natural Resources
(DCANR). Its new corporate policy principles were aligned to the objectives
of the Railways Agreement:

1. To arrange for the settlement and development of vacant farm lands
adjacent to Canadian National lines, with a view to producing new
freight traffic to and from such lands. This represents the whole basis of
our colonization and immigration work.

2. To promote the settlement on the land of the largest number possible
of our own Canadian people, either resident in urban centres or so
situated in rural districts as to require settlement elsewhere.

3. To encourage, insofar as conditions justify, the emigration of agricul
tural settlers from the British Isles, United States and other countries,
who have sufficient capital to establish themselves on land, and who
are liable to succeed.

4. To co-operate with our allied steamship lines in the general develop
ment of all immigrant traffic, operating as their colonization agents in
Canada with a view to the enlargement of their goodwill and securing
through them the maximum of freight and passenger traffic to and from
overseas.

5. To encourage and direct for settlement on the land only those settlers
who have a reasonable prospect of succeeding.

6. To encourage in every way possible the development of mixed
farming and better farming methods, and to use our influence in having
the various schemes of the Federal and Provincial Governments for
agricultural development directed as much as possible to districts on
our lines from the standpoint of increasing farm revenues.

7. To assist farmers in securing suitable farm help and thus encourage
increased production in our territory.

8. In every way possible to interpret and make known the interests of
the Railway to our farming population and, in like manner, the view
point of the farming interests to the railway management/"

While many of the original 1923 objectives remained, the tenor of the 1924
statement had changed. Whereas in 1923 no mention was made of the
railway as a corporate entity in and of itself, the 1924 restructuring placed a
strong emphasis on ensuring the economic viability of the railway, and on
protecting its interests.
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Head of Family:
European Address:

Nationality:
Arrived Canada:

Steamship Line:
Present Address:
Land Location:

Jan Klopot-Makarczuk
O.P. Bugryn, Wies run
Pow. Rowno, Wolyn
Poland.
Ukrainian Orthodox
April 20, 1929, ex.s.s.
FREDERICK vrn
Scandinavian American
Stenen, Sask.
N.W.l/4 16-35-3-W/2nd
(Scheme A - 2229-160)

Sergiej Klopot-Makarcxuk
O.P. Burgyn, Wies TIin
Pow. Rowno, Wolyn
Poland.
Ukrainian Orthodox
May 11,1929, ex.s.s.
HELLIGOLAV
Scandinavian American
Stenen, Sask.
N.W.l/4 16-35-3-W/2nd
(Scheme A - 2229-371)

These two families upon their arrival in Canada were directed by the Canadian National Railways to the
Stenen district in Saskatchewan where they purchased in partnership a partially improved 160 acre farm
for $1200.00, paying $300.00 cash. They now have 4 horses, a colt, 3 cows and calves, poultry and
machinery. In the above photograph the wives are shown beside their new home. When visited recently
both men were out working earning good wages.

Figure 2. Example of a CNR dossier detailing central European immigrants settled by the railway. Source:
NA, RG 30, vol. 5893.

The organizational structure developed for DCANR reflected its role as
determined by CNR corporate interests within the mandate of the Railways
Agreement (see Figure 1).30 The European office, located at 17 Cockspur
Street, London, England, was responsible for contacting, evaluating, and
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forwarding "suitable" immigrants to Canada. It also administered branch
offices in Liverpool, Belfast, and Glasgow. London also controlled the
CNR's business on the Continent. Originally, there were four district offices:
Oslo, Gothenburg, Copenhagen, and Rotterdam. Following 1925 and the
Railways Agreement, the CNR established "certificate issuing officers"
(CIOs) in Warsaw, Prague, and Zagreb (that is, in "non-preferred" coun
tries), and part-time officers in Paris, Antwerp, and Rotterdam. As the
railways were not allowed to effect promotional activities in the "non
preferred" countries, the CIOs examined only those immigration prospects
who came to them from steamship agents. This situationmade the railway's
relationship with the steamship lines particularly important.

In Canada, the CNR's colonization activity was divided into Eastern and
Western Divisions. The Eastern Division was controlled by headquarters in
Montreal, with sub-offices at Moncton and Toronto and a "port reception
officer" at Halifax. The Western Division was administered from "Room
100" in the CNR's Winnipeg station. Saskatoon and Edmonton were re
gional sub-offices, while the Vancouver office was concerned more with
resource development than with agricultural colonization. For a few years,
the CNR also operated offices in the United States at Boston, St. Paul, and
Seattle.

This was the organizational structure that advanced the CNR's promo
tional program, attracted immigrants, and "moved settlers forward." Infor
mation was disseminated by means of advertisements in the press, public
lectures, radio, widely circulated promotional brochures, and films; advi
sors were in place to assist prospective settlers; and prospective farmers
were trained by mail-order courses and CNR experimental farms. Consid
erable effort was directed to the compilation of dossiers that detailed the
origins, arrival, location, and progress of the various categories of "conti
nental" immigrants forwarded by the CNR (see Figure 2). These collections
served a number of purposes. First, they were a signal demonstration of the
corporation's diligence in monitoring and regulating its immigration activi
ties under the terms of the Railways Agreement. Secondly, suitably pack
aged selections of immigrants' dossiers appear to have been used to
provide prospective settlers with knowledge of the conditions and oppor
tunities associated with a particular region. If the DCANRsystem is to be
appreciated in full, however, attention should also be directed to three other
associated operations: the Canadian National Land Settlement Association
(CNLSA), the shipping companies, and the colonization system.

Canadian National Land Settlement Association

As part of the departmental restructuring leading to the Railways Agree
ment, the DCANR organized and incorporated an ancillary organization,
the CNLSA.31 Intended to be operated as a land settlement division of the
CNR's colonization department, the CNLSA had two objectives: to receive
and hold the money that all settlers were required to place on deposit as
surety of their commitment to establish themselves on the land and to act as
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liaison with land agents who were encouraged to locate settlers on lands
adjacent to CNR lines. The motivating assumption was that if the DCANR
was to pursue these objectives itself, there was the danger of misunder
standing or even legal liability. Accordingly, to avoid the impression of
conflicting interests, the CNLSA was set up to act as a land settlement service
for CNRsettlers. However, the fact that Messrs. Black, England, Kirkwood,
Devlin, McGowan, all key members of the DCANR, were included among
the officers of CNLSA, clearly demonstrated that, although legally and
administratively removed, the Association was not operating far from CNR
control.32

In practice, the CNLSA found, listed, and handled the purchases of farms,
especially those in CNR territory. In this capacity, it intervened between
settlers and property owners, negotiated appropriate conditions, assisted in
the purchase of stock and equipment, and provided guidance in bringing
lands into production. The principal concern was to get settlers on the land
with as little financial obligation as possible in order to maximize chances
for success, productivity, and further interaction with the CNR's traffic
department.

CNR's "Friendly" Shipping Allies

Also central to the CNR colonization operation was its well-developed
contacts with an array of "friendly" shipping companies. Trans-Atlantic
carriers also had a vested interest in maintaining an active flow of immi
grants from Europe to Canada. The restrictions on promotion of emigration
opportunities which existed in many "non-preferred" countries made close
cooperation between the railways and the steamship agents essential.
Accordingly, the shipping companies' networks of offices and staff were
co-opted by the DCANR to promote Canada and establish preliminary
contacts with prospective immigrants who would then be interviewed by
the department's field operatives (CIOs) in Europe. For their part, the
shipping lines profited from the traffic generated, and their agents were
compensated on a commission base for the number of prospective passen
gers-cum-immigrants they directed to the CNRoffices. It was a well orches
trated concert of interest.

Unlike the CPR's reliance upon its own carrier - the Canadian Pacific
Steamships - Canadian National did not develop its own fleet of passenger
carriers. Rather, it relied upon a cosmopolitan fleet that was divided into
two groups: the "British Lines" and the "National Lines.,,33 In 1927, and for
much of the interwar years, the CNR passenger traffic was organized into
two systems. The St. Lawrence ports of Quebec City and Montreal were
served by only CPS and the British Lines (Anchor Donaldson, Cunard,
White Star Line); as these ports only operated during the summer season,
traffic shifted to Halifax during the winter months. Several "Continental"
or "National" lines used Halifax year-round as the Canadian terminus for
landing CNRimmigrants, before continuing on to New York. The principal
carriers were Baltic American, Hamburg American, Holland America,
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Figure 3. Ethnic bloc settlementinSaskatchewan, 1929.Source: Susen E.Wurtele, "Nation-Buildingfrom the
Ground Up: Assimilation Through Domestic and Community Transformation in Inter-War Saskatchewan"
(Ph.D. dissertation, Queen's University, 1993).

North German Lloyd, Norwegian American, Swedish American, United
American; occasional service was provided by the Mediterranean Lines of
Fabre Line, Lloyd Sabaudo, Navigazione General Italiana, and Trans
Atlantic Italiana.34 Others were added over the years, and this list of the
CNR's most active partners - the"Allied Steamship Companies" - reads
like an inventory of carriers during the peak period of the age of trans
Atlantic navigation.

However refined the linkages with the "friendly" companies were, the
CNR recognized that it still operated at a disadvantage with its main
competitor as "we cannot attain the advantage possessed by the Canadian
Pacific whose rail and ocean services are of one single control.?" Neverthe
less, the CNRpersevered with its "friendly lines." By allying itself with this
considerable array ofnational carriers, it was able to tap into well-established
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systems of traffic agents and field operatives. These contacts were able to
direct potential immigrants to the CIOs representing the CNR system. It
would appear, therefore, that the CNRwas not handicapped by not having
its own steamships. Rather, collaborations with these independent carriers,
if anything, gave the CNRan advantage over its competitor in the interwar
years because of its range of recruitment contacts in both Europe and
Canada.

CNR's Colonization System

In the field of colonization, the CNR's activities differed again from those
of its primary competitor. Unlike the CPRsystem, the DCANRdid not rely
upon clubs, boards, associations, or private firms specializing in attracting
immigrants." Rather, the DCANR and CNLSA developed a centrally control
led system of some 400 part-time field operatives who surveyed settlement
possibilities, met immigrants, and assisted in locating them. Moreover, the
DCANRavailed itself of the services of 2,221 railway station agents through
out Canada (700 in the Prairies) who also participated in the colonization
effort by acting as contact points for new settlers." Finally, the DCANR
nurtured close contacts with a variety of organizations that were motivated
by diverse philanthropic, cultural, and self-serving concerns, and that
sustained contacts on both sides of the Atlantic. Several should be noted
here: British Immigration and Colonial Society, British Dominions' Emigra
tion Society, Polish Catholic Immigration Society, Norwegian Lutheran
Church, Mennonite Board, Verein Deutschen, Canadischen Katholiken,
German Lutheran Immigration Board, Canadian Lutheran Immigration
Aid Society, German Catholic Immigrant Aid Society, German Baptist
Society, and several Ukrainian organizations." These and other agencies
were essential to the immigration and colonization enterprise as they
facilitated and orchestrated the contacts, connections and sponsorship that
were increasingly required by Canada's new immigration policy.

In this way the DCANRdrew on a prairie-wide system of local commu
nity agents. This large network of independent agents working on commis
sion was in charge of the distribution of farm help, nurturing contacts with
steamship representatives, and assisting in settlement work." They also
maintained close links with ethnic and religious groups, especially with the
Continental Europeans who dominated the large bloc settlements through
out the northern Prairies served by CNR's lines (see Figure 3). Accordingly,
the DCANR'scolonization efforts focussed particularly on Polish, Ukrainian
and various German-speaking groups.

The process developed by CNR's field operatives capitalized upon the
extensive network of social contacts they had developed within their re
spective communities. Typically, an agent would approach prominent
businessmen, farmers, and traders and induce them to agree to sponsor
settlers. If successful, the agent would survey the community, estimating
the number of farm workers or domestics that could be distributed to
employers, and the amount of vacant land and its cost for intending
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immigrant farm families. These statistics were consolidated by the Win
nipeg office which then estimated the number of immigrants that could be
received. Based on the information collected by the field agents, the Win
nipeg office calculated how many immigrants could be accommodated in
each of the above-mentioned categories (see Table 1). These estimates were
directed to the CNR's London office, to allow it to establish recruiting
targets. Once recruited and processed by European field agents, prospec
tive immigrants were transported to Canada, and then forwarded to Win
nipeg. From there they were dispersed and put in the hands of the local
colonization agent nearest to their intended destination.

Ideally, it was a reciprocating process: information flowed from the
community, to the agent, to the Winnipeg office, to Europe, to the CIOs, and
to the intended immigrant; immigrants flowed from their communities, to
the CIOs, to ports of departure, to the port of arrival, to Winnipeg, and to
their destination community in western Canada." Those with resources
were directed by the CNLSAto improved farms that were available for sale.
But as these were out of the reach of most continental immigrants, poorer
families were directed to homesteads and partially improved lands
throughout the more remote northerly sections of the CNR railway net
work. But immigrants wanted to settle near established communities of
their countrymen. Recognizing this "group settlement psychology," the
CNR often grouped new settlers by nationality, placing them together in
remote areas." This practice was aimed at overcoming the perceived isola
tion, and further, it was hoped that by establishing these ethnic nuclei,
subsequent immigrants of the same ethnic background would be attracted,
thus helping to settle these areas.

Clearly, during the peak immigration years of 1925-30, CNR's DCANR
and CNLSAdeveloped a sophisticated and comprehensive system of immi
gration, colonization, and development. While the operation was often
represented in philanthropic and patriotic terms, its corporate mission was
quite prosaic:

These and many other varied activities enable this department to pro
mote the development of farming and the goodwill of farming people
along C.N. lines and at the same time increase immediate traffic for the
Company. While every effort is made to secure immediate traffic, never
theless the general policy is one of development directed to the future
with a view to promoting better living and more profitable farming in
order to secure a greater permanency of our railway operations.Y

Justification for the CNR's involvement in colonization could be sought in
the account books: in 1927, for an operating budget of a mere $170,000, the
Colonization Department recouped direct receipts of $160,000 in rail fares
and a share of ship passage. When consideration is also made of the future
indirect benefits to be derived from the traffic generated by the settlers, the
financial justification for the department's operations is made even
clearer." Indeed, the CNR's annual report for 1927 predicted an extra $1
million revenue because of future freight from the additional lands brought
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into production by the breaking and improving of both homesteads and
vacant lands that had been accomplished in that year." Such sanguine
promotional rhetoric failed to take into consideration the ramifications of a
deepening global depression and falling grain prices. These developments
eroded the confidence of those expected to participate in the railways'
grandiose plans of continued settlement expansion, and government inter
vention effectively closed the doors to new immigration.

Retrenchment

By1930,a combination of economic crisis and growing nativist pressures
generated profound anti-immigration sentiments across the country.f Af
ter campaigning on an anti-immigration platform, Bennett's newly elected
Conservative government moved immediately to revoke the Railways
Agreement and restrict continental immigration. Whereas postwar immi
gration had peaked in 1928 at 166,783,it collapsed to a mere 20,591 in 1932,
and hit a post-Confederation low of 11,277in 1935.46 Between 1925and 1930,
the DCANR had recruited and settled some 203,740 immigrants, including
11,070 families, on 2,017,067 acres of land." It was recognized, however,
that falling immigration rates necessitated new initiatives to replace the lost
immigrant traffic and land-settlement business.

In the face of these pressures, the CNR reorganized its colonization
department yet again. Natural Resources was transferred from the DCANR
to the Industrial Department, leaving behind the rump unit, Colonization
and Agriculture (DCA). Moreover, the new circumstances required a shift in
operational emphasis. Rather than attracting, transporting, and settling
foreign immigrants, the DCAdirected its efforts to "internal" colonization
work. Henceforth, the primary focus was on increasing the productivity of,
and traffic from, those lands already settled, and on participating in the
relocation of settlers, educational programs, and infrastructure develop
merit." Accordingly, in cooperation with the federal, provincial, and vari
ous metropolitan administrations, the CNR became involved in the
Dominion-Provincial Land Settlement Scheme, the Dominion-Provincial
Training Farms Plan, and the "Back-to-the-Land Movement.T" Motivated
by the need to rehabilitate marginal lands, keep rural families out of cities,
and even return others from cities to farms, the logistics of these exercises in
rural planning, social engineering, and redistributions of settlers also pro
vided the railways with much needed passenger and cargo traffic.

But while CNR's willing participation in such initiatives in regional
development fitted its corporate agenda, it must also be noted that the DCA
had long been advocating and practicing principles of planned settlement
and development that were becoming increasingly in vogue. As early as
1917, Thomas Adams of the Canadian Commission of Conservation had
proposed a more regularized and holistic approach to rural settlement and
development:

Whatever may be said as to the success of the system of land settlement
in Canada ... the time has come to abandon careless methods of placing
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people on the land without proper organization and careful planning.
If the farmer is to be kept on the land he must have the kind of
organization and facilities provided for him to enable him to make
profitable use of the land.50

The benefits of a more scientific approach to settlement were of consider
able interest to CNR's Department of Colonization and Agriculture which
was officered by several people (Black, McGowan, Devlin) who had had
formal agricultural science backgrounds. Moreover, the CNR cooperated
closely with Isaiah Bowman, director of the American Geographical Society
and advocate of the "science of settlement," who was actively promoting
the "Canadian Frontiers of Settlement Project."51It was in this context that
Robert England, superintendant of the DCA's Western Department, com
plained that U[p]ioneer communities develop their agriculture largely by
trial and error experiment and imitation stimulated or driven by economic
demand, without much regard to research, scientific managment or
method," and argued for educational programs and support that would
"reduce for the pioneer the hazards of the supreme gamble of his life and
capital against the forces of nature....,,52

During the 1930s, the CNR was also sensitive to the fact that the newly
imposed reduction in immigration was a political response to prevailing
social attitudes. Given the flexibility that was built into Canada's immigra
tion laws at this time, negative public opinion toward immigrants could be
translated, almost instantly, into "closed doors.T" Accordingly, both of the
national railways became advocates of a pluralist view of Canadian na
tional identity and established programs that promoted positive images of
immigrants. The railways hoped that fostering broad-based appreciation of
immigrant culture might be translated into support for, or at least tolerance
of, a post-Depression return to high levels of immigration.

The CNR's initiatives in nurturing a Canadian sensitivity to the richness
of the nation's cultural pluralism can be noted in several areas. Commenc
ing in 1929, CNR's own radio station broadcast concerts including Mont
real's Balalaika Orchestra, poetry readings by W.J. Drummond and Pauline
Johnson, and an historical drama series, "The Romance of Canada," to
"encourage Canadian national consciousness" among listeners in general,
and new Canadians in particular." A more grass-roots initiative in nation
building was the DCA's sponsorship of the "Community Progress Compe
titions.,,55 Between 1930 and 1933, this program encouraged Canadian
ization and community improvements by manipulating group conscious
ness through intercommunity competition and peer and social pressure."
"Progress" was measured in a variety of fields including education, agricul
ture and citizenship (see Figure 4). Overtly committed to the Canadianiza
tion of new and established immigrants, the mission of the Community
Progress Competition fitted the prevailing political and social climate and
at the same time attempted to counter the anti-immigration sentiments that
threatened corporate balance sheets.
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SCORE CARD

A. Education (27.5 Points)
1. Percentage School AUend4nce... 25
2. Pcrcentclge 4ttending High Schools,

Seccndery Schools, Agricultural
Colleges, Collegiate Institutes or
Universities .• . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . 50

3. School efficienCy-quality of teach-
ing, progress of pupils, efficiencYof
school beards •. • . • . • . • . . . . . . . . 75

4. School Grounds, Iibr4ry, equip.

~~~'is~:~~J ~~~~~is~~, ~~n1~:~~~~' 100
5. General .........•.......... " 25

--275

B. Agricultural Development
(275 Points)

1. Generel plen .,nd eppeerence of
Ierrns, buildings, 9clrdens, water
supply, etc. .. . . . . • . . • . . . . . . . .. 100

2. Cr6ps-purity of crops, freedom
from weeds, practise of approved
crop rotations. . •. . . .• • . . . . . . . . 75

3. livestock (Horses, Cettle, Swine,
Sheep, Poultry):
(4) Number of head per farm.. 20
(b) Quality, feeding, menage-

ment, etc. . ....•..•...... 25
(c) Quality and use of purebred

sires 30
75

4. General. . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . .. 25
-275

C. Citizenship, Co-operation,
Social Welf"re (300 Points)

Public Hctalth
1. Evidence of interest ill public

health (senitetlon, immunization
end preventive work, hospitaliza-
tion, educetlon in health) 100

Community Effort and
Respect of Law

2. Interest in com~unitY enterprises
end general development (good
roads, public buildings, community
recreation centres, ete.) end eb
servance of law and order. . . . . . . 30

3. Interest of farmers in co-operative
ectivi tIes. . . . • . . . . . • • • • . . . . . . . . 60

4. Percent"gc of Iermers who ere
members of orgdnizations such es
dgriculturdl societies, school fairs,
ctc........................... 2S
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Boys ~nd Girls
5. Perc. .£eof me:mbershipin Swine,

.ulE, ....leep, Gr.,in, Poultry, Bee,
Potato, Conning and Dressmaking
Clubs, or other boys' and girls'
community activities of IS construct-
ive character. • • •• • ••• ••• • • • •• • 3S

6. Interest shown in school or agricul-
tural fairs •.•••.•.....•••••..•• 25 /

7. General...................... 9.5
-300

D. Arts, Handicraft and Domestic
Economy (150 Points)

1. Hdndicrdft (Embroidery, Weaving,
Rug-making,Knitting, Besketrv,Toy
mdking Painting, Pottery, Vege
table dyes(.etc.) •••••••.• ~..... 60
(/I) Usdu -clothing end foods. 30
(b) Decoretive-e-clcihlns end

house ................•.. 30

60
2. Home m4nuf4cturing (cerpentering,

blacksmilhing, leather work, rope
m4king, ete.) •.••..••.••.•••.. :. 30

3. Interest in culturel ectlvltles (dra
matic, musical, seciel, ethletic, folk 45

4. ~a:~~;i .e~~.~: ::::::::::::::::: 15
--150

GRAND TOTAL .......•...•1"000

WINNERS 1931 COMPETITIONS
In Albert~

FIRST PRIZE-lloyd George (Scendinavien)
SECOND PRIZE-Montgorilcry (Scendinevien

German)
THIRI) PRIZE-Eagle (Ukrdinidn-Roumcmian)
HIGHLY COMMENDED--Liberty (Ukrainian

Germen-Scendlnovien)
COMMENDED-The: Pines (Ukrainian)
COMMENDED-Beaver Lake:(Ukrelnlen-Scen

dlnevlen)

In .Sask~tchewan
FIRST PRIZE-laird (Mennonite)
SECOND PRIZE-Redberry (UkrainicJn)
THIRD PRIZE-St. Peter (German)
HIGHLY COMMENDED-W4rman (Mennon

ite)
COMMENDED-Round L"I:e (Sc",ndinavi.ln)
COMMENDED-Beke:vdr (Hung.sridn)

In Manitoba
FIRST PRIZE-Rhineland (Mennonite)
SECOND PRIZE-Stu4rtburn (Ukrainian)
THIRD PRIZE-Hdnovcr (Mennonite)
HIGHLY COMMENDED--Sifton CUlmsin'an)
COMMENDED-Ethelbert (Ukrolinioln)

Figure 4. Community Progress Competition Score Card. Source: NA, RG 3D,vol. 5934.
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The deepening economic depression prematurely ended the Commu
nity Progress Competitions and a dramatic curtailment of DCA's operations
in general. The department was"down" but not yet"out." By increasing its
flexibility and cutting back its operations, the DCA was able to survive
throughout the 1930s. It continued with its involvement in resettlement
schemes such as "Back-to-the-Land" programs, and participated in the joint
CNR-CPR development of the Peace River District.57 All of these Depression
era operations, however, were focussed on colonization work directed at
improving the conditions of those already in Canada, with little revenue
being generated from the transportation,location, and settlement of foreign
immigrants.

Postwar Decline and Closure

The decline in immigration continued from 1930 until the end of World
War II. Following the war, both of the national railways were called back
into service to handle returning troops, a considerable flow of refugees, and
a gradually increasing intake of immigrants that peaked at 282,164in 1957.58

The old "colonist cars" were recalled into service for moving immigrants
from Halifax to points west. But three significant changes reshaped the
socioeconomic climate within which the department operated: the erosion
of rural settlement and the growth of industry and urbanization challenged
DCA's old priorities; post-World War II political alignments throughout
Europe disrupted the DCA's well-established connections with traditional
immigrant recruiting areas; and, finally, the burgeoning of trans-Atlantic
air traffic cut into the former system of ship-rail movement of immigrants.
While the distribution of some agricultural and resource labourers contin
ued, and while the development of the Abitibi colonization schemes bur
geoned, DCA's European recruitment infrastructure had been destroyed
and the original rationale of agricultural colonization had been rendered
redundant. A much changed, but still vibrant, department managed to
survive until it was eliminated in the overall corporate restructuring of CNR
in the early 1960s.

On 31 December 1961, the federal government finally terminated its
immigration-related cooperation with the railways, and the CNR's Depart
ment of Colonization was left to close its doors and clean out its records.
One: of the final members of the Department to retire or be relocated was
Tommy Devlin, head of western operations. The headquarters of CNR's
immigration reception in Winnipeg - "Room 100" - was closed in the
spring of 1964 and on 22 May of that year, Devlin wrote a long, rambling
letter to his former colleague, Robert England. Full of nostalgic references to
personnel with whom he had interacted over the previous forty years of
"Colonization and Agriculture," Devlin commented on the forthcoming
events:

When I retire that will be the end of the old Department of Colonization
and Agriculture.... The old Department made a real contribution to the
development of Western Canada, but like everything else, change is
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inevitable. The Department of Citizenship and Immigration now feels
able to handle all immigration and settlement work themselves. The
CPR also has eliminated their Department of Colonization and Immi
gration, and retired a considerable number of their staff who were 60 or
over. We are busy cleaning out what remains of Room 100. It is an awful
job and much has been thrown out which we dislike seeing going into
the discardr"

To be sure, "Colonization and Agriculture" did make a ureal contribu
tion to the development of Western Canada" - and to the rest of Canada
too. A 1958report summarized some of the salient facts: the transportation
of 1,190,800 immigrants from eastern Canadian ports of arrival to inland
destinations (out of a total of 2,326,252arrivals to Canada), the settlement of
71,500farm families, 232,000farm placements in agricultural employment,
and the settlement of 10,785,265 acres of newly broken and some cultivated
land.60 One detailed analysis of DCA's settlement of 61,995farm families on
9 million acres between 1930and 1955 came up with a cost-benefit analysis.
Noting various estimates of settler-generated traffic revenues of $1,000 for
the American Great Northern line, $746 for CPR,and $417 for the CNR, the
analysis applied an average of $700 per annum for DCA settlers. It was
concluded that new settlement by DCA had contributed new revenues
amounting to $1.75 million per annum, and that each settler "may be
regarded as a small industry located on our lines and from which we shall
secure traffic for an indefinite period of time."?'

However, it may be argued that the legacy of the CNR's Department of
Colonization and Agriculture was more than economic. The corporation's
several initiatives in immigration, colonization, and development did
much to influence subsequent thinking in several important areas: selective
immigration; regional development; and an advocacy of a Canada that was
pluralistic and cosmopolitan rather than one that was nominally bicultural,
ideally liberal, but essentially xenophobic. To be sure, such views were
motivated more by the vested interests of corporate capitalism than by any
grand designs of nation building. Nonetheless, spokespersons such as
CPR's John Murray Gibbon and CNR's Robert England argued for a more
diverse Canada and cultivated the ground for others who would propose
an even more radical model of multiculturalism.

NOTES

1. See for example, B.A. Innis, A History of theCanadian Pacific Railway (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1923, 1971);James B. Hedges, TheFederal Railway LandSubsidyPolicy of
Canada (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934); G.P. Glazebrook, A History of
Transportation in Canada, Volume 2, National Economy, 1867-1936 (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart Ltd, 1964);Robert Chodos, TheCPR. A CenturyofCorporate Welfare (Toronto:
James Lewis and Samuel, Publishers, 1973);W. Kaye Lamb, HistoryoftheCanadian Pacific
Railway (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1977);John A. Eagle, The Canadian Pacific
Railway and the Development of Western Canada, 1896-1914 (Montreal/Kingston: McGill
Queen's University Press, 1989).

2. There are several examples of this: Pierre Berton, TheNational Dream: TheGreat Railway,
1871-1881(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1970),and TheLastSpike: TheGreat Railway,



THE OTHER RAILWAY 251

1881-1885(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1971);David Cruise and Alison Griffiths,
Lords oftheLine: TheMen WhoBuilt theCPR(Markham: Viking, 1988).

3. The most notable treatment of these ventures is the work of T.D. Regehr, The Canadian
Northern Railway: Pioneer Road of the Northern Prairies, 1895-1918 (Toronto: Macmillan,
1976);and the corporately sponsored: G.R.Stevens, Canadian National Railways, Volume1:
Sixty Years of Trial and Error, 1836-1896,and Volume 2: Towards the Inevitable, 1896-1922
(Toronto: Clarke, Irwin and Company Limited, 1960and 1962).

4. The most recent work on the CNR is Donald MacKay, ThePeople's Railway: A Historyof
Canadian National (Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 1992).

5. Jane Brooks, "Immigration Policy and the Railways: The Formation of the Railway
Agreement" (M.A. thesis, Concordia University, 1977).

6. National Archives of Canada (NA), RG 30, vol. 5567, "First Annual Report: Industrial &
Resources Department, Winnipeg," November 1919.

7. Ibid., "Second Annual Report: Industrial & Resources Department, Winnipeg," January
1921.

8. Howard Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice: A HistoryofNativism in Alberta (Toronto: McClel
land and Stewart, 1982),6.

9. J.S.Woodsworth, Strangers Within OurGates (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972).

10. NA, RG 30, Miscellaneous file, W.H. Hobbs, "Report on the Department of Colonization
and Agriculture," 5 March 1934.

11. Ibid., "Third Annual Report: Industrial & Resources Department, Winnipeg," January
1922.

12. Canada, Minutes of the Federal-Provincial Conference on Immigration, Ottawa, 14 and
15 November 1923,p. 171.

13. NA, RG 30, Miscellaneous file, W.H. Hobbs, "Report on the Department of Colonization
and Agriculture," 5 March 1934.

14. Ibid.

15. Susan E.Wurtele, "Nation-Building from the Ground Up: Assimilation Through Domes
tic and Community Transformation in Inter-War Saskatchewan" (Ph.D. dissertation,
Queen's University, 1993).

16. NA, RG30, Annual Reports, "Annual Report of the Canadian National System," 1923.

17. Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice; and Brian S. Osborne, '''Non-Preferred' People: Inter-war
Ukrainian Immigration to Canada," in Lubomyr Luciuk and Stella Hryniuk, Canada's
Ukrainians: Negotiating anIdentity(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991).

18. "Agreement between the Minister of Immigration and the CNR and CPR," in Brooks,
"Immigration Policy and the Railways," 110.

19. NA, RG 76,vol. 263,various memos and letters, Federal Department of Immigration and
Colonization.

20. Valerie Knowles, Strangers at Our Gates: Canadian Immigration and Immigration Policy,
1540-1990 (Toronto: Dundum Press, 1992);Donald Avery, "Dangerous Foreigners": Euro
pean Immigrant Workers andLabour Radicalism in Canada, 1896-1932 (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1979).

21. Brooks, "Immigration Policy and the Railways," 110.

22. Palmer, Patterns ofPrejudice; Osborne, '''Non-Preferred' People"; and Avery, "Dangerous
Foreigners. "

23. Canada, Immigration Act, 1910,Section 38, Chapter (c).

24. Ibid.



252 OSBORNEand WURTELE

25. Knowles, Strangers atOur Gates.

26. Osborne, "'Non-Preferred' People."

27. NA, RG 76,vol. 263,various memos and letters, Federal Department of Immigration-and
Colonization.

28. NA, RG 30, vol. 8400,"Continental Family Settlement, Western Canada, 1929."

29. Quoted in NA, RG 30, (Misc. file), "Department of Colonization and Agriculture, CNR,
Historical Synopsis," 1958.

30. Brooks, "Immigration Policy and the Railways," 106-9.

31. NA, RG 30,W.H. Hobbs, Miscellaneous file, "Report on the Department of Colonization
and Agriculture, Exhibit 2," 5 March 1934.

32. Brooks, "Immigration Policy and the Railways," 108-9.

33. NA, RG 30, vol. 3081,F. 600,"Committee on Transatlantic Steamship Services," Septem-
ber,1927.

34. Ibid., vol. 5570, "CNLSA Annual Report, Winnipeg," 1927.,

35. Ibid.

36. For information on the CPR'scolonization activities see J.B.Hedges, BuildingtheCanadian
West: TheLandandColonization Policies of theCanadian Pacific Railway (New York: Russell
and Russell, 1939).

37. Brooks, "Immigration Policy and Railways," 108.

38. NA, RG 30,Miscellaneous file, "Survey of the Operations of the Department of Coloniza
tion & Agriculture," 4 April 1955.

39. Myron Gulka-Tiechko, "Inter-War Ukrainian Immigration to Canada, 1919-1939" (M.A.
thesis, University of Manitoba, 1983),82-84. '

40. For more details, see the excellent account in Gulka-Tiechko, "Inter-War Ukrainian
Immigration."

41. Robert England, TheColonization of Western Canada: A Study ofContemporary LandSettle
ment (1896-1934) (London: P.S. King and Son, 1936).

42. NA, RG 30, vol. 5571, "Colonization and Agriculture Department, Annual Report,
Montreal," 1934.

43. Ibid., vol. 5570,F.J.Freer to J.S.McGowan, 6 November, 1928.

44. Ibid.

45. Palmer, Patterns ofPrejudice.

46. Freda Hawkins, Canada andImmigration: Public Policy andPublic Concern, 2nd ed. (Mont
real/Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1988),402.

47. NA, RG 3D, F.B.Kirkwood, Miscellaneous file, "History of the Department of Coloniza-
tion and Agriculture," n.d., p. 20.

48. England, Colonization ofWestern Canada, 107.

49. England, Colonization ofWestern Canada.

50. Thomas Adams, RuralPlanning andDevelopment: A Study ofRuralConditions andProblems
in Canada (Ottawa: Commission of Conservation Canada, 1917),11.

51. Isaiah Bowman, ThePioneer Fringe (New York:American Geographical Society, 1931)and
Limits of Land Settlement: A Report on Present-Day Possibilities (New York: Council on
Foreign Relations, 1937).

52. England, Colonization ofWestern Canada, 165.



THE OTHER RAILWAY 253

53. As was discussed earlier, Canada's Immigration Act of 1919was very vaguely worded.
Interpretation of the law was made through ministerial orders-in-council, which did not
require Parliamentary approval. As a result, new interpretations could be, and indeed
were, translated into policy and action very quickly.

54. Maria Tippett, MakingCulture: English-Canadian Institutions andtheArts Before theMassey
Commission (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990),50.

55. Susan E. Wurtele, "I Apostles of Canadian Citizenship:' Robert England, the CNR and
Prairie Settlement," in H. John Selwood and John C. Lehr, eds., ReflectionsfromthePrairies:
Geographical Essays (Winnipeg: Department of Geography, University of Winnipeg,
1992);and Wurtele "Nation-Building from the Ground Up."

56. England, Colonization ofWestern Canada.

57. Ineke J. Dijks, "Rails to 'The Great Inland Empire': The Canadian National Railway,
Colonization and Settlement in Alberta, 1925-1930, with Special Reference to the Peace
River Region" (M.A. thesis, Queen's University, 1994).

58. Hawkins, Canada andImmigration, 402.

59. NA, MG 30, C 181,vol. 1, Devlin to Robert England, 22 May, 1964.

60. NA, RG 30, "Report: Department of Colonization and Agriculture, Montreal," 11 March
1958.

61. Ibid., "Survey of the Operations of the Department of Colonization & Agriculture," 4
April 1955.





Brandon's "Revolutionary Forkins"
Errol Black

ABSTRACT.The Forkin family immigrated to Brandon, Manitoba from England in 1912.Sixof
the seven Forkin children joined the Communist Party of Canada in Brandon in the 1920s.They
went on to assume significant roles in the Communist Party and figured prominently in the
politics and struggles of the labour movement in the 1930s. This article examines the back
ground of the Forkin family, documents the roles of family members in the Communist Party
and the labour movement, and discusses the factors contributing to their lifelong loyalty to the
Party and its causes.

SOMMAlRE. La famille Forkin quitte I'Angleterre en 1912 pour s'etablir a Brandon au
Manitoba. Six des sept enfants vont adherer au Parti communiste du Canada aBrandon dans
les annees 20. TIs y joueront bientot un role significatif et figureront a l' avant-garde du
mouvement ouvrierdes annees 30.L'article etudie les antecedents des Forkin, etablit le role des
membres de la famille au sein du Parti communiste et du mouvement ouvrier, et examine les
facteurs expliquant leur Ioyaute indefectible au parti et aux causes qu'il soutenait.

The historiography of Canadian Communism consists primarily of
scholarly works on the Communist Party of Canada (epe) and its leader
ship, the "official" histories generated by the Party itself, and autobio
graphies and reminiscences by some of the Party's leading figures.' Re
cently there have also appeared a few works that deal with the lives and
activities of lesser lights who did the work on the ground, in the workplaces
and communities where the Party established an important presence.' One
is Jack Scott's oral history of his life in the Party, A Communist Life, edited by
Bryan D. Palmer.3 In his introduction to the book, Palmer suggests that we
need more work on rank-and-file communists to balance the traditional
emphasis on Party leadership, structure and policies, and to clarify the
differences between the Party "ruled by the bureaucratic sycophants of
Stalin" and the Party the "people joined the better to intervene in the class
struggle of the twentieth century.:"

This article is intended as a contribution to the history of rank-and-file
communists in Canada. It deals with a remarkable family of Cl'C members
from Brandon, Manitoba. The Forkin family (who are identified in Scott's
oral history as U the Parkins from Winnipeg")" immigrated to Brandon just
prior to World War I. In the 1920s, six of the seven Forkin children - five
boys and one girl - joined the Cf'C: the five boys went on to become
influential organizers and leaders in the politics and struggles of the CPC
and the labour movement in the 1920s and 1930s. Moreover, they remained
actively involved in the Party and/or the labour movement for their entire
lives.

In what follows, the conditions in the family and in Brandon which
shaped and influenced the character of the Forkins, and contributed to their
decisions to become involved in radical politics are explored. As well, the
roles they played in the politics and activities of the Cf'C in the late 1920s and
1930s are discussed in detail. This account seeks to explain why the Forkins
(and others) joined the Party and why they remained loyal despite evidence
of significant contradictions between Party rhetoric and Party practice. The
explanation here echoes in many ways Raphael Samuel's rich and probing
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account of his experiences in the Communist Party in Britain: the Forkins
were alienated from capitalist society and in the CPC they found a commu
nity and culture that gave their lives meaning and purpose."

Martin Forkin was born of peasant stock in County Mayo, Ireland in
1870? As a young man he migrated to Dublin and then to England, where
he found employment as an itinerant labourer - a navvy. In England, he
met and married Hannah Jackson, a year younger than himself, and one of
seven sisters working in the cotton mills of Yorkshire. George was born in
1897, Martin Jr. (Joe) in 1899, Stephen in 1901, Patrick in 1903, Stan in 1905,
and Ruth (christened Marguerite Theresa) in 1909.

In 1911 George was killed in a railway accident at a colliery. With the bit
of insurance money they received for compensation in George's death,
Martin and Hannah decided to try and improve their lot by leaving Eng
land. Before they emigrated they had another son, Tom, in February 1911.
Australia was their first choice, but, because of a strike that tied up shipping
to Australia, they embarked for Canada on the Lake Champlain, landing in
Halifax August 1912. From Halifax the family moved west to Brandon.

The family arrived in Brandon at the tailend of the biggest boom in the
city's history, a boom fueled by population growth, major construction
projects and expansion in manufacturing, retail trade and the railways."
Between 1900 and 1914 the population grew from 5,630 to almost 14,000.
The main industries were manufacturing, which employed some 850 work
ers, and the railways which employed 700 workers. As well, significant
numbers of construction workers - such as carpenters, labourers, plasterers
- were employed on major construction projects. The majority of railway
and construction workers, and workers in some specialized trades, such as
musicians, cigarmakers, and typographical workers were unionized,"

In 1913, the national and local economies plunged into depression.
Thomas Mellalieu, secretary, Local 187, Amalgamated Society of Carpen
ters and Joiners, and a member of both the Trades and Labour Council and
the Brandon Chapter of the Socialist Party, submitted a letter to Carpenters
andJoiners, a journal published in Sheffield, warning potential emigrants to
beware of stories from worker recruiters for Manitoba and Brandon:

In Canada you do not get much social enjoyment. You have not the
modern conveniences in the houses and you have to draw water from a
well, or as is the case in Brandon, from the river. In the spring this water
is brownish, but after a flood it is nearly black ... and yet we only hear
of "bright, bonny, beautiful, breezy Brandon." Yes, friends, poverty is
barefaced in Manitoba. Personally, I see it in the faces of many every
day.tO

The Forkins had left England to escape poverty only to end up in poverty
in Brandon. Martin managed to get a low-level job as a boiler washer's
helper on the CPR, and the family moved into a small house at 545 Douglas
Street, on the outskirts of the city's east end. In February 1913, they had
another son, Frank. During this time, the family led a hand-to-mouth
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Figure 1. The Forkin family in 1952. Back row(left to right): Frank, Stan, Tom; front row (left to right): Mrs.
Forkin, Mr. Forkin, Jim, Ruth.

existence. Even basics such as food and winter clothing were hard to come
by. Often the family went for long spells without sufficient or proper food.

At the time, there was a vigorous labour political movement in Brandon
centred in the trade unions, the Trades and Labour Council and the Bran
don branch of the Socialist Party of Canada, which had been formed in
1909.11 Martin Forkin was interested in political and labour issues, but he
stayed away from local politics. He was a devout Catholic and directed his
energies into the Church. In 1913,he was made a member of the Holy Name
Society in St. Augustine's parish church." Hannah did not share her hus
band's religious convictions. Her main preoccupation was the domestic
labour required to sustain a family of nine on meagre resources. She got
relief from the drudgery of this labour in her flower gardens and in her
dreams, which manifested themselves in poetry and romantic songs, one of
which, a waltz ballad, entitled "The Silver Brocade," she eventually pub
lished herself.

Unschooled, the children were nonetheless educated. Around the sup
per table, family members talked about conditions in Ireland, England and
Brandon - the poverty, the divisions within the working class," prospects
for the future. The children had fertile minds and were interested in a broad
range of issues - religion, physics, political economy, revolutionary poli
tics.They read everything they could get their hands on and debated issues
with each other."

World War I had a profound effect on the views of the Forkins. They
were concerned about the devastation in Europe. As well, they were
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concerned about the conspicuous injustice they saw reflected in the war
effort in Canada and in Brandon. Consequently, they became interested in
radical politics. Jacob Penner, for example, recalled that when he was in
Brandon in October 1915 to help with the establishment of a branch of the
Social Democratic Party, young Joe Forkin was at the meeting." Joe joined
the army when he was sixteen and was shipped overseas. When the army
discovered he was underage he was sent home. He subsequently enlisted
again and ended up at the front in Europe, where he received a shrapnel
wound in the knee.

The views of the Forkins were also influenced by the Irish Uprising
(Easter 1916) and the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1917.These events
demonstrated to them the capacity of people and movements to challenge
and overthrow their oppressors.

In North America, conditions during the war resulted in an intensifica
tion of class antagonisms between capital and labour. Immediately after the
war ended, the hostility between capital and labour erupted into overt
conflict - strikes, lockouts, demonstrations, interventions by police and
troops, arrests, violence, bloodshed."

The conflict in Brandon and Manitoba came to a head in the spring of
1919. On April 24 civic workers in Brandon struck to get union recognition
and establish bargaining rights. When the strike threatened to escalate into
all-out confrontation, the city capitulated and agreed to submit outstanding
issues to arbitration. Then, on 15May, 30,000workers in Winnipeg left their
jobs in support of a strike by metal trades workers. Five days later workers
in Brandon launched a general strike in sympathy with workers in Win
nipeg. Both strikes were eventually crushed." For some activists in the
strike - notably, Henry Bartholomew, A.E. Smith (a strike leader and
father of future Communist leader, Stewart, who was eleven at the time),
and Gavin Broadhurst (a telegrapher on the CPR and son of Hubert Broad
hurst, one of the strike leaders) - its outcome confirmed the need to
develop a more revolutionary kind of politics. For others, perhaps the
majority, it merely confirmed the futility of confronting employers and the
state head on."

The strikes - and their aftermath - fuelled debates within labour
political circles." In 1920, Brandon Labour won an important political
victory when the Reverend A.E. Smith, candidate for the Brandon Labour
Party, won the Brandon seat in the provincial legislature. (Smith was
defeated two years later when an antilabour coalition of Tories and Liberals
backed fusionist candidate Dr. J.H. Edminson.r"

The formation of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) and the CPC in 1921
polarized labour politics in Manitoba - indeed, in the whole of Canada.
The ILP was a reform party which saw the class struggle as a struggle for
control of Parliament. The CPC, by contrast, believed that workers would
only gain control of the state and the means of production through
revolution."
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The CPC had been formed in secret in June 1921. In February 1922, the
Party created a public face with the launching of the Workers' Party of
Canada (a face it would keep until 1924 when the CPC came out of the
closetj." Shortly after, a Brandon chapter of the Party was organized. Joe
and Stephen Forkin were the first to join and held card numbers one and
two. Ruth, Pat, Tom and Stan subsequently became members.

In the 1920s, the church ceased to be an important part of the lives of the
Forkin children. Their lives now centred on their jobs and political work for
the Party. Most of the Forkinboys worked at one time or another for the CPR
(in the yard office, the shops, the running trades). Joe also worked as a cook
and an orderly at the general hospital. Stephen worked as a mechanic. Ruth
acquired secretarial skills by correspondence and found work as a public
stenographer. In 1924,Pat ended up in the Ninette Sanatorium with tuber
culosis - part of the legacy of poverty and his job in the brewery - where
he remained until 1929.He eventually had major surgery, which improved
his conditionbut left him with much diminished lung capacity. Joe was also
afflicted with tuberculosis and suffered recurring respiratory problems
throughout his life.

Political work in Brandon was dictated by Party policy. At the outset, the
Party's strategy on labour had two elements, namely, to work within and
transform the existing trade union movement, and to promote and gain a
leadership role in the Canadian Labour Party."

The Forkins honed their intellectual, organizational and leadership skills
through their activities in the local Party. Joe, in particular, emerged as a key
member of the CPC in Manitoba. In May 1922, the Forkins had been
instrumental in the formation of a Brandon unit of the provincial unem
ployment association. Joe was appointed secretary-treasurer, Stan a mem
ber of the board of directors.' The organization subsequently became
inactive but was reconstituted as the Brandon Unemployed Workers Coun
cil in 1927,withJoe Forkin as secretary. Joe was also the Brandon correspon
dent to The Worker and reported regularly on local developments.

From 1926 to 1931 the CPC was rocked by internal strife which had its
origins in the struggle for control of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU), between Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky. Jack MacDonald,
general secretary of the CPC, and Maurice Spector, editor of The Worker,
tried to keep the CPC out of the conflict in the CPSU. By 1926, however, a
minority within the Party led by Tim Buck challenged this position and
demanded the CPC condemn Trotsky and opposition to Stalin in the CPSU.
In November 1928, Buck, aided by Stewart Smith, who had just returned
from two years at the Lenin School in Moscow, engineered the expulsion of
Maurice Spector for his support of Trotsky.

In July 1929,the Buck-Smith faction gained control of the CPC by electing
six of nine members to the Political Committee. MacDonald resigned his
position as leader of the Party. Tim Buck officially replaced him in October
1929. The Buck-Smith faction consolidated its control of the Party over the
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next two years. With the triumph of Buck, the CPC was transformed from a
party inspired by the theory and praxis of Marx and Lenin, into a Stalinist
party controlled from Moscow.

Joe Forkin supported the Buck-Smith faction for several reasons. He had
close ties with A.E. Smith, and through him Stewart, dating back to the
immediate postwar years in Brandon. As well, within District 7, there was
considerable friction between the Anglo-Saxon and Ukrainian branches of
the Party. Therefore, it was not surprising that he would align himself with
the Stalinist Anglo-Saxon group in the dispute at the national level. The
younger Forkins, along with other members of the Brandon branch of the
CPC, deferred to Joe's judgement on this issue.

Joe Forkin made his position explicit in an article ("Leadership in Theory
and Practice") written for the 31 January 1931 edition of The Worker:

The forthcoming session of the [party] plenum must layout concrete
directives for our future work, strengthen our party internally by
leading the fight against the right danger which is a pressing one,
strengthen our centre and district leadership, and attempt to break
down the federalist attitude of our mass organizations [the Finnish and
Ukrainian branches of the Party].

Our party must be a solid party, we must think with one mind, act as
one man and learn how to strike effective blows at Canadian capitalism.

The growing influence of Moscow (through the Comintem) in the affairs
of the CPC was already evident in 1926. In that year the CPC revised its
labour strategy, calling for a March 1927 convention to form a trade union
centre of independent Canadian trade unions. The result was the formation
of the All-Canadian Congress of Labour. Two years later, in November
1929, the CPC was directed to establish a "revolutionary trade union centre"
in Canada. The Workers Unity League (WUL) was formed in early 1930, and
was the main vehicle for promoting party activities until November 1935,
when the WUL was scrapped and Party members were told to build a united
front against fascism within Trades and Labour Congress affiliates."

The formation of the WUL coincided with the beginning of the Great
Depression. In Brandon, the number of families on relief climbed steadily,
reaching 459 (10 percent of total families) by 1932.26 In the face of this crisis,
the local CPC moved quickly to organize the unemployed and families on
relief. On 11 March 1930 a large delegation from the Brandon Unemployed
Association, led by P. Worthington, chairman, and Joe Forkin, secretary,
appeared before council demanding support for state unemployment in
surance and city work "or full maintenance at trade union rates" for the
unemployed.f The other members of the Forkin family threw themselves
into the work of the unemployed council and other groups campaigning for
jobs, adequate relief and rights for workers.

By this time, the politics of the Forkins had matured into a coherent
understanding of the nature of capitalist society. It was a politics that came
out of their personal experiences and their struggles as members of the
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working class in Brandon. It was, as well, a politics of hope, based on their
belief that the working class would some day take the actions necessary to
end its oppression and transform Canadian society into a society modelled
on the Soviet Union.

The Depression presented the Cl'C with an opportunity to expand party
membership - which had been sharply reduced as a result of the internal
strife in the late 1920s - and extend the Party's base and power within
workplaces and in local communities. The Forkins' long apprenticeship of
activism in labour struggles in Brandon and Winnipeg had impressed the
Party leadership. By 1932, the Forkin family was, at the behest of the Party,
dispersed across the country from Ontario to British Columbia. While their
paths and activities intersected from time to time in the years ahead, they
concentrated their energies on the tasks assigned to them within their
particular geographical jurisdictions.

Joe Forkin

In the latter 1920s and early 1930sJoe divided his time between Brandon
and Winnipeg. He quickly assumed a prominent role in Party activities in
Winnipeg, running as a Communist candidate in North Winnipeg in 1930,28
and doing organization work for the WUL. And, in August 1930,he replaced
Leslie Morris as organizer on the District No. 7 Executive Committee in
Winnipeg.29

In the summer of 1931, Joe Forkin was assigned to the campaign to
organize mine workers in Bienfait, Saskatchewan. Following a series of
meetings in July and August, the Bienfait miners established a committee of
twenty-eight members to direct an organization drive. At the request of the
committee, the WUL sent Joe Forkin to help the miners organize. On
Forkin's advice, the miners joined the Mine Workers' Union of Canada, and
then, on 7 September, walked off the job demanding improved wages and
working conditions. Forkin was one of the speakers at a rally called about
ten days into the strikein response to a report that an organization called the
Canadian Defenders was bringing in scabs. Forkin told the miners that:

R.B. Bennett has taught the workers how to travel, and how to exist
without money. The United Farmers has promised foodstuffs provided
we pay the freight and we will see that no mothers or expectant mothers
or children will behungry. We must fight the operators, and you will go
back to work under conditions of your own choice, when they recog
nize the Union.3D

The strike culminated in Estevan on 29 September when police opened
fire on 400 striking miners and their families. When the smoke had cleared,
three miners were dead and many were injured. As well, there were
numerous arrests. Joe Forkin left Estevan with WUL organizer Annie Buller.
They hired an insurance salesman to drive them to Brandon for $10. A
warrant was subsequently issued for his arrest on charges of rioting and
inciting to riot. Forkin eluded the police for seven months. He was finally
arrested on 19 April 1932,but was found not guilty."
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Two days after the case against him was dismissed, Forkin addressed a
crowd of 600 workers in Market Square in Regina. He reviewed the history
of the WULand the significance of the battle at Estevan and called upon the
workers to join the Canadian Labour Defence League (CLDL) and the
WUL.32 He then returned to Winnipeg to resume his activities in the WUL.

Some of the RCMP reports filed on Forkin's activities during the latter
part of 1932suggested that he was exhausted." Forkin was attending rallies
and speaking almost nonstop in the summer of 1932. But invariably he
seemed to rebound and follow up with a hard-hitting, inspiring speech, in
which he attacked the ruling classes of Canada and the capitalist economic
system." A report on a rally in support of strikers at the Wellwood Box
Factory on 20 July, for example, stated that Forkin "addressed the crowd in
a very inspiring manner.?" In November 1932,Forkin was a candidate for
alderman in Winnipeg Ward 3. He lost the election, getting a mere 461
votes."

This hectic pace was sustained in 1933, with a major WULconference in
February and a seemingly endless round of demonstrations, rallies, pro
tests, and meetings. On 20 July 1933, a WUL-organized demonstration in
support of striking workers at the Parkhill Bedding Co. resulted in a battle
with police. One demonstrator lost his right eye. Forkin - along with W.
Skinner - was arrested and charged with rioting." A month or so later
on August 14 - at a demonstration in support of railway workers Forkin
told the crowd that the real reason for the arrest was ''because workers
under the leadership of the Workers' Unity League were winning too many
strikes.... [T]he bosses can't bear this. ,,38

A report prepared by T. Dann, Commanding RCMP Officer, Manitoba
District on 12 September 1933 tended to confirm Forkin's assessment of the
situation in Winnipeg:

The Workers Unity League have had a very successful period in con
ducting strikes, under the leadership of Joe Forkin. Every strikebrought
about by the WUL has ended in a victory for, and to the satisfaction of
the revolutionary movement/"

Then, on 10 November 1933, Forkin was nominated by the Winnipeg
Workers' Election Conference to contest the mayoralty election against ILP
candidate John Queen. Forkin received 4,745 of a total 56,025 votes."

In February 1934, the Parkhill Bedding case came to court. Skinner was
handed a one-year jail term, while Forkin got four months. According to a
report in the Voice of Labour, 24 May 1934, Forkin had not been anywhere
near the picket line on the date in question. Judge H.J. Whitla, however,
compared Forkin to a general, and argued"that since Forkin was the district
organizer of the WUL and had organized the Parkhill Bedding Workers, he
must have planned the disturbance which took place, and therefore was
responsible." Forkin appealed and his conviction was quashed by the
appeal court."

In the 1934 elections, Forkin was the CPCaldermanic candidate in Ward
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3. This time he was elected, topping the Ward 3 polls with 4,668 votes. With
Forkin's victory the Cl'C now had two members on city council. This meant
that issues of concern to the Cl'C would now be forced onto the agenda of
city council by Porkin and his senior aldermanic colleague, Jacob Penner.42

After his election, Porkin devoted considerable time to his activities on
city council. As well, he continued speaking at rallies, helping to organize
workers in particular workplaces, and mobilizing mass campaigns in sup
port of popular issues, for example, the repeal of sections 41 and 42 of the
Immigration Act, which allowed for the deportation of persons who called
for the overthrow of the state. Moreover, with the disbanding of the WUL in
December 1935 he became a leading spokesperson for the Manitoba Coun
cil of the League Against Pascism and War.

Subsequently, in July 1936 Porkin played a key role in the election of
James Litterick, provincial Cl'C secretary to the Manitoba legislature in July,
1936 - the first Communist to sit in any legislature in Canada."

These activities took a heavy toll on Porkin, and in August 1936 he was
admitted to hospital with tuberculosis, "aggravated by the heavy demands
made upon his time and energy arising from his manifold duties as a
member of the city council;":" But he was out again in time to serve as
chairman at the first ever open session of the Manitoba section of the Cf'C on
25 September 1936.45

Porkin's effective performance on city council resulted in his re-election
in 1936 and again in 1938. Because of health problems and the heavy
demands of city council, most of his time after 1936 was devoted to issues of
concern to working people in Winnipeg.

Events in 1939 and 1940 had a profound affect on the role and influence
of the Cf'C in labour politics. On 22 August 1939, Hitler and Stalin signed a
nonaggression pact. The Cl'C was directed to abandon the antifascist cam
paign and oppose war in Europe. On 10September 1939 Canada entered the
war against Nazism in Europe. The Cl'C's opposition to the war led to the
banning of the Cl'C by the federal government in June 1940. Porkin and
Penner had accepted the change in Cl'C policy and defended it on city
council. Penner was interned on 11 June1940; Porkin was not. His widow
Pay suggested that "perhaps to the officers Joe may have looked too frail
and they would not want the man to die in their custody.?" In any event,
Porkin continued to hammer away at city council. Por example, at a council
meeting on 9 July 1940 Porkin declared:

The fight against Fascism in France and Spain was lost through treach
ery at the top, made possible by the suppression of civil and political
liberties of the working classes ... Forkin spoke against a resolution
urging internment of all aliens and others opposed to the war and
disbarment of all former members of outlawed organizations holding
public office.47

In the elections of 1940, however, Perkin's conspicuous role in the Party
became a liability and he lost his seat on city council.
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Figure2.JoeForkin's monument in the cemetery.

BLACK

On 22 June 1941, Hitler invaded Russia. There was an immediate rever
sal in the position of communist parties around the world, including the
CPC: the position now was all-out war against fascism. Joe Forkin regained
his seat on city council in the elections in 1942.He remained on council until
his death in 1962.He is buried in Winnipeg. His tombstone carries a simple
inscription:

Martin Joe
FORKIN

Aug. 26, 1899-Jan. 21, 1962
HONOURED BY

THE CANADIAN WORKING PEOPLE
WHOM HE SERVEDSO WELL

Stephen ForkinlJim Davis

Stephen Forkin was the "scientist" in the family, with a passionate
interest in physics, mathematics and philosophy. As well, he was an inven
tor. In 1926 he applied for a patent on "certain new and usefull (sic)
improvements in Elliptical Drawing Compasses.v'" It was rejected. In sub
sequent years he developed ideas on electromagnetism, automobile trans
missions and a new ship propeller "that would send a stream of air or water
in one direction, not around.T"
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In 1932 Stephen was in Saskatoon organizing for the WUL. He was
arrested in March 1932on charges of sedition - specifically, carrying a sign
board which described the Saskatchewan government as a '''ruthless gov
ernment' responsible for the murder of the three Estevan miners.t''" The
case went to trialbutthe crown failed to make a case. The judge dismissed
the jury and released him. '-

Shortly after his' release, Stewart Smith from party headquarters in
structed Stephen to go to Sudbury under the name Jim Davis to avoid
trouble with the police and civic authorities. He kept the name and eventu
ally had it legalized. While in Sudbury, Davis was involved in organiza
tional work with miners, woods workers and the unemployed. As well, in
1933 he married Taimi Pitkanen, a young Finnish woman from Thunder
Bay. She was doing organizational work in Sudbury, and had just been in
jail for fifteen days for 'her role in a May Day demonstration in Sudbury in
1932, when Jim met her.

These were difficult days for organizers in northern Ontario. Meetings
were disrupted by police and INca officials. On one occasionJim Davis was
working in the Nicholson lumber camps outside Chapleau. A few days after
his arrival, he organized a meeting to talk about conditions in the camp. He
was confronted by a company man with a double-bit axe who tried to herd
him into a water hole in the ice on the lake. Fortunately, he was warned by
a yell from the men and avoided falling into the frigid water.

The Davises were desperately poor, and whatever money they got Jim
gave away (including a $100wedding gift from Taimi's mother, which went
to a retired nurse in Chapleau who was assisting the strikers at the Nichol
son lumber camps). Consequently, they were always behind in rent pay
ments, relied on gifts of food from friends, and walked about in threadbare
clothing. In 1933, Jim was slated to speak at a May Day rally from the roof
of the Ukrainian Hall. He had to go up the back way, because the seat of his
pants was gone. As Taimi Davis recalls:

Later, Comrades collected $30.00 to buy him a suit. A navy surge that
lasted for years. It just got shinier. He was so cocky about that suit, it
must have been his first. s1

In 1934, Davis went to Toronto to attend a gathering of unemployed
workers in Ontario. He stayed and continued his work organizing among
the unemployed and the unorganized. Conditions were not much better for
the Davises in Toronto. They lived in a bug-infested rooming house. Davis
tried to get a job, but without much luck. He worked as a vacuum-cleaner
salesman for a short spell, but was not cut out for door-to-door selling.
Eventually they were forced onto relief. Pat Forkin contributed a pint of
milk a day during Taimi's pregnancy, and Taimi supplemented the family
income by doing day work in homes from 8:00a.m. to 4:00p.m. for $2 a day

When the war broke out, Davis, and his brother Tom Forkin, went to
work in an aircraft manufacturing plant. They helped organize the plant.
Davis was elected local president, while Tom Forkin edited the shop paper
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Figure 3. Campaign poster for Jim Davis.

and served on the executive. The plant closed when the war ended. Eventu
ally Jim found a steady job at Trane Co. in west-end Toronto. He immedi
ately became active in the affairs of Local 512 of the United Electrical and
Machine Workers, progressing from shop steward to local president. He
was subsequently elected business agent of Local 512. After his retirement
he became active in the union retirees' organization and was elected presi
dent - a post he held until his death in 1982.

Moreover, he remained active in the Cl'C and was many times a Cl'C
candidate in municipal (Ward 8), provincial (Lakeshore) and federal elec
tions. He did not win these campaigns, but he raised working class issues
jobs, wages, and workers' rights.

Pat Forkin

Upon his release from the Ninette Sanatorium in 1929, Patrick Forkin
became active in the local labour movement in Brandon. In 1930 and 1931
he was an executive member of the Brandon Unemployed Association and
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Figure 4. Patrick Farkin, 1928.
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became one of the main speakers for the Association at meetings and rallies.
As well, he succeeded brother [oeas secretary for the Association and local
correspondent to The Worker.52 In late 1932 he moved to Winnipeg and was
elected to the executive of the Unemployment Conference of Winnipeg - a
new organization created to build unity and promote militancy among the
unemployed in Winnipeg.53

Patrick Forkin had neither the health~ the energy, the stamina - nor
the inclination to engage in the sustained grind of organizing. His main
interest was in writing - in interpreting the events of his time in ways that
made sense to workers and would help build the movement. In 1933, he
began to publish in TheWorker under his own name. His pieces - especially
the longer ones - sought both to situate events in an historical and
theoretical context and to clarify their implications for the practical work of
theCPC.

In late 1933 or early 1934, the Party decided to move him to Toronto to
work for the paper. The following excerpt from a column in the DailyClarion
(formerly The Worker) on 5 May 1936, demonstrates his capacity both to
humanize political issues and to link the concerns of the CPC to local
community issues:

On our block in a slum section of Toronto, the kiddies are welcoming
spring. Bat and ball, roller-skates, hopscotch, tag and a dozen other
games are the rage. The youngsters are mindful of parental warnings
and they try very hard to confine their play to the sidewalk, but you
can't tell a ball it mustn't roll in the street, and you can't always dodge
the tag if you don't jump off the curb ....



Figure 5. Press card issued to Pat Forkin to gain access to Red Square for the nineteenth anniversary of the
October Revolution in 1936.

Not long ago a traffic expert made the statement that if the present rate
of traffic accidents kept up, one out of every three children born today
would be either a corpse or a cripple before twenty-one years had
passed.

Yet the solution as far as children is concerned is so very simple. A
supervised playground within a couple of blocks of our district would
take hundreds of these small citizens off the sidewalks and roadways.

In 1936, the CPC decided that Pat should become the first Moscow
correspondent for the Daily Clarion. Apparently the reason for this decision
was that Pat had been off work twice in the months previous as a result of
health problems associated with his diminished lung capacity and some
people in the Party believed that he would get better treatment in the Soviet
Union.

The articles he wrote on the Soviet Union were always favourable, but
also down-to-earth and in a style that emphasized the common humanity of
people in the Soviet Union and Canada. In many of his pieces he linked his
stories on the Soviet Union to conditions in Brandon. In one piece, "The Pine
Trees Smell Sweeter: A Visit to a Soviet Rural Community," 3 December 1936
- he explained how decisions got made at meetings of collective farmers. He
then compared democracy in the SovietUnion to democracy in Brandon:

We remember the time we unemployed workers in Brandon, Manitoba,
tried to nominate one of our organization for an aldermanic seat and
found nobody could run unless he had at least $500 worth of property.
That let us out. Further the mayor of [Brandon] began to push for a
$1,000 bar - evidently panicky that the unemployed might somehow
jump the $500 barrier.

Pat and Phoebe were not long in the Soviet Union when Pat's health
began to fail. There are frequent references in their letters horne of stays in
sanatoria and of treatments for tuberculosis and pneumonia.

Pat's main concern about his health problems was that they were pre
venting him from doing his work as a journalist. There were frequent
references in his letters to stories he wanted to finish, stories he wanted to
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get to, and stories he had missed because he was in a sanatorium or confined
to bed. For example, he was supposed to report on the Trotskyist show trials
in 1937,but had to get someone else to fill in for him.

Patrick Forkin died 12 December 1939 in the Mountain Sun Tubercular
Sanatorium in Miskhor, Crimea. He was buried in Yalta.

There were numerous tributes following his death. Tom and Rosa Ewen,
who had visited Pat in Moscow and the Crimea in 1939, wrote to Pat's
parents in Brandon:

The Canadian people have lost a great tribune in the death of Comrade
Pat. His was the ability, given to very few of us, to translate the great
drama of the building of a New World into warm proletarian language.
Pat loved the Soviet people; he was deeply interested in everything they
did; he could see the humorous as well as the serious side of things; he
never posed as "an expert" of Soviet affairs and he poured the warm
love of his heart into his writings.i''

Stan Forkin

In 1929, Stan Forkin married a young Brandon woman, Marjorie Hamil
ton, who worked as a waitress with his sister Ruth. The following year they
had a son - Stan Jr. (Duffy). Because of his family responsibilities, Stan
Forkin stayed in Brandon during the 1930sto do the party work on the home
front. He had all of the talents of his brothers: he was a dedicated and capable
organizer, an inspiring speaker, a skillful propagandist, an intellectual.

After his brothers moved on to Winnipeg and elsewhere, Stan became a
key person in the Brandon section of the Party and took over as secretary of
the Brandon Unemployed Association (which subsequently was renamed
the Brandon Unemployed Council). It organized relief recipients and the
unemployed in Brandon and neighbouring towns such as Virden and Souris.

Like municipal governments everywhere else, Brandon city council's
main objectives in administering relief were to make sure that nobody got
relief who didn't "deserve" it (that is, who were not truly destitute), and to
keep down costs. Operationally, these objectives were reflected in frequent
attempts by council to cut relief rates (often in response to pressures from
senior levels of government) and to figure out ways to get relief recipients
to work on valuable public projects - for example, the installation of sewer
systems, street work - in exchange for their relief. Moreover, the admini
stration of relief was carried out in a way designed to undermine the dignity
and humanity of relief recipients.

During the Depression, Stan Forkin led five strikes by relief workers:
September 1933, June and September 1934,May 1936 and July 1937. In four
of the strikes the issue was either cuts in relief schedules or improvements in
compensation for relief workers. The strike in May 1936 resulted when the
city laid off three regular workers with the Sanitation Department, with a
view to replacing them with relief recipients. It took a great deal of courage
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for people on relief to strike, because the penalty was loss of relief - a loss
of subsistence. But they did it anyway. And they won all five strikes.

The September 1934 strike was typical. In August 1934, W.R. Clubb,
minister responsible for relief in Manitoba, recommended to city council
that cuts be made in the relief schedule. The proposed cut in food was 5~ a
person. The city went further, cutting food vouchers by 40 to 70 percent. For
a family of three (two adults, one child) the cuts meant they would be
getting $2.00 a week for food. Relief workers responded to the cuts by taking
strike action:

We, the local unemployed on relief, protest this latest relief cut which is
out of all reason, and demand that the scale of relief in effect Aug. 1st.
be returned. Pending this action on your part we must decline to accept
any work tickets or to send our children to school. 55

They won the strike, and relief rates were restored.

In addition to this work, Stan Forkin was frequently a candidate in local
elections, beginning with the school board elections in 1933. His electoral
activity had two objectives. The first was to get worker issues onto the civic
agenda and to advance the position of the Cf'C as the workers' party. The
second objective was to get elected. Forkin was an effective spokesman for
the Party in these activities, but he failed in his bids for election.

From December 1935 to June 1936 Stan Forkin produced a broadsheet
called the Brandon Unemployed Worker. It was a mimeographed sheet pro
duced once every two weeks to provide information on relief conditions "to
the citizenry who are told nothing of the real situation by the reactionary
local daily."56 Forkin's broadsheet quickly became known as the "Bangdon
News." The paper contained reports on the activities of Cl'C bodies in the
city, announcements of meetings, and editorials relating to civic matters
and coverage of issues by the local newspaper - the Brandon Sun.

As well, Stan Forkin sent out regular reports on the situation in Brandon
to other Cl'C papers - TheWorker and TheVoice ofLabour. The bulk of these
reports were on meetings, strikes, rallies, and incidents which reflected
adversely on the treatment of relief recipients by civic authorities. This
activity served to tie Brandon members (and supporters) into the national
and provincial networks. The regular reports also created an expanded
subscriber and donor base in Brandon for the Party and its papers.

Tragedy hit Stan and Marge Forkin in 1940, with the death of their four
year-old daughter - Patricia Doreen. Shortly after this, they left Brandon
for Toronto, where Stan got work with the Inglis Co. While in Toronto he
told Jim and Taimi Davis that "he lost the 13 best years of his life without
steady work.,,57 When the war ended Stan and his family moved west to
Vancouver, where he eventually got work with B.C. Hydro and Power
authority setting up transmission lines outside Vancouver. While with B.C.
Hydro he was active in the left faction of the IBEW.

Stan left the Cf'C in 1955. He never divulged his reasons to his family, but
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Dennis Forkin, Stan's son, suggests his decision to quit was provoked either
by a botched-up proposal to have Stan run as a Party candidate in an
election or a conflict over internal Party elections. 58 He died of cancer in 1977.

Tom Forkin

Tom Forkin went west to British Columbia in 1932. When the relief
camps opened he was dispatched as an organizer for the Relief Camp
Workers' Union (RCWU) to the Revelstoke area to organize the men in
camps along the Columbia River who were working on the Big Bend
highway from Revelstoke to Golden at 20(ta day. For the next two and a half
years, Tom Forkin worked in the Revelstoke area - organizing relief camp
workers, generating propaganda, agitating for reforms, leading strikes and
other forms of job action.

Discontent and unrest flared up and spread in the camps in British
Columbia in 1934 and into 1935. In March 1935, Tom Forkin was among
those who met in Kamloops to plan a mass walkout for 4 April 1935. Some
2,500 to 3,000 men left the camps and converged on Vancouver.

According to Tom Forkin's account of these events." the strikers were a
well-organized, highly disciplined force. At the top there was a strategy
committee of six men. The strikers themselves were organized into four
divisions. The four division leaders were members of the strategy commit
tee. Within the divisions, the men were organized into small groups of six
to eight, each with its own leader and a subleader. For the most part these
groups consisted of men who knew each other. During the strike they were
expected to do everything together - march together, attend meetings
together, and so on. The purpose of these small groups was two-fold: first,
they gave strikers a small unit to anchor themselves to and these units in
tum gave the division cohesion; and second, they provided a partial de
fence against spies and informers.

Tom Forkin was leader of Division 4, and, therefore, a member of the
strategy committee. Forkin's division consisted mainly of men who had a
long history of involvement in the activities of the RCWU; indeed, many of
them had been blacklisted. They were experienced, dedicated and disci
plined. As a result, Division 4 was assigned many of the key actions in
Vancouver. Two of these actions were the occupation of the Hudson's Bay
store at the corner of Georgia and Granville on 23 April, and the occupation
of the city library at the comer of Hastings and Main on 18 May.60

The Hudson's Bay store action had started out as merely another
"nuisance parade," when thirty carloads of police showed up with orders
to clear the store. The police were clearly spoiling for a brawl, and they got
their opportunity when a "white-haired old lady crowned one of them with
a pot of Easter Lilies. The cop went down flat on his back and out cold. The
plant landed on his chest. That broke everything wide open.T" There were
injuries and thousands of dollars in damage to store property.

Unlike the Bay store occupation, the occupation of the city library had
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strategic objectives. The funds raised through the tag day - by "tin can
ning" - were being depleted and a way had to be found to get food and
lodging while the strategy committee planned its next moves. While the
other divisions staged diversionary actions, Forkin's division seized the city
library and prepared for a long siege. They organized their defences in the
upstairs of the library and laid in enough food - much of it brought to them
by Chinese comrades - to last two days. The siege ended after six hours
when the city agreed to provide two days of food and lodging in exchange
for an end to the occupation.

In the latter part of May the strategy committee, of which Tom Forkin
was a member, decided it was time to move the struggle from Vancouver to
Ottawa and they started to plan for the On-to-Ottawa Trek. The Trek,
approved at a mass meeting on 30 May, got underway on 3 June. 62

After the Trek ended in the infamous Regina Riot, Tom Forkin wentback
to his organizing work. In the latter part of the 1930she was an organizer for
the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers, and one of the
key people involved in the organization of the Pioneer gold mine in the
Bridge River Valley in British Columbia/"

When Canada entered the war in 1939, Tom Forkin moved to Toronto.
He found a job in Aircraft Industries Ltd. - along with Jim Davis - and
quickly became shop steward and negotiator in the union local. In 1943 he
joined the army where he remained until 1945.After the war he returned to
British Columbia and once again got involved in trade union work. In 1970
he was elected president of International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers
(IBEW) Local 258 - one of the three locals created by the IBEW when it
ended its trusteeship of the B.C.Hydro workers union in the 1970s.

In the fall of 1991, Tom joined a seniors' tour to the Soviet Union. He
wanted to see for himself what was going on in the Soviet Union and he
wanted to visit Pat's gravesite. He died on the tour; his body was cremated
and the ashes spread in a park in Moscow.

Ruth Forkin

In one of her letters to me, Taimi Davis lamented the fact that the role of
women in the labour movement - and in the Cl'C - was often ignored or,
at best, obscured: "I always said the Women were the backbone and
supportive in all the struggles in many ways. Work not often recognized. ,,64

Ruth Forkin was one of those women that Taimi refers to - never in
conspicuous positions which would single her out for special attention, but
always there, nonetheless, helping out with the many things that needed to
be done for the work of the Party to be carried out.

Ruth stayed in Brandon through to the latter part of the 1930s.She ended
up unemployed and on relief. During this time she worked with Stan in the
Unemployed Workers' Council and with Gavin Broadhurst in the Brandon
chapter of the Canadian Labour Defence League.
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In the latter part of the 1930s, Ruth moved to Toronto to do clerical and
stenographic work in the office of the Canadian Labour Defence League.
She subsequently went to Vancouver to visit brother Tom, liked it there and
stayed. She found work as an inspector in a garment factory and then went
to the Canadian Seamen's Union to work as a stenographer. During the war
she married Bill Gee, a fisherman and activist in the United Fishermen and
Allied Workers Union and the CPC. Ruth worked in the women's auxiliary
of the fishermen's union and in the peace movement. She died 12 January
1993.65

A Summing Up

What are we to make of this remarkable family? Their character was
shaped in the context of family life. According to Dennis Forkin, they had
four traits in common. They were outgoing and "made others feel at ease,
feel appreciated and respected." They were inquisitive, with wide-ranging
interests - politics, geography, literature, art, science, technology, political
economy. They were natural storytellers, IIwith the olde sod's drunken love
of language." They were temperate in their personal habits. Except for
Frank and perhaps Joe, they were nonsmokers. They did not drink, except
on rare and very special occasions - and then moderately. And they were
faithful to their partners and loyal to their friends - even under sometimes
very trying circumstances."

Undoubtedly, these traits were in large part a product of their upbring
ing and the contrasting influences of a profoundly religious and hard-work
ing father and a romantic mother. Moreover, because of their circumstances
- poor, separated to a large extent from other families in the east end of
Brandon by their religion and their school - they were obliged to rely on
each other for encouragement and mutual support, and, in the process, they
influenced each other.

But they were independent and strong-minded as well, and clearly went
against the wishes of their father when they IIabandoned" the church and
became revolutionary socialists and dedicated members of the CPC. Their
socialism grew out of their experiences in Brandon - their lives in the
working-class east end, the turbulent events in Brandon, which culiminated
in class confrontation in 1919, their job experiences on the railway, in the
hospital, in the Empire Brewery, and so on.

During this era they also came into contact with some of the key
intellectuals in the provincial labour movements - including Henry
Bartholomew, A.E. Smith, Edmund Fulcher and Jacob Penner - and local
working-class intellectuals associated with the One Big Union, the Socialist
Party, and the Social Democratic Party, including Gavin Broadhurst, who
introduced them to Marxism.

But the Forkins were not the only ones who had these experiences and
were subject to these influences. Many children growing up in Brandon
were also exposed to them, but they did not become dedicated members of
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the CPC.67 There was something that set the Forkins apart. The Forkin
children were profoundly alienated from the capitalist society in which they
lived and from the institutions of that society - including the Catholic
Church in which their father found moral and spiritual sustenance.

The CPCoffered them an alternative - a community and culture opposed
to capitalism and dedicated to creating institutions that would serve and
advance the interests of working people. Life in the Party brought them
together with like-minded individuals who shared their alienation and their
aspirations. As well, the Party offered them not just the opportunity to apply
their skills and talents to advance a cause they believed in, but also an
opportunity to have those skills and talents recognized.

They went into the CPC as a family, because everything they had
experienced and done prior to joining the Party they had done and experi
enced together. In some sense, membership in the Party involved an
expansion of the family to include other people with similar views and
similar predispositions.

Once in the CPC they immersed themselves in their assigned tasks 
their Party work as organizers, as propagandists, as political candidates and
as leaders. They were effective in these tasks and their effectiveness was
recognized by promotion within the Party - to key committees, to impor
tant assignments. And when they died, their lives were validated in the
eulogies by the CPC's leading lights and their deaths mourned by Party
rank-and-file. The inscription on Joe Forkin's tombstone ("Honoured By
The Canadian Working People Whom He Served So Well") aptly sums up
the way in which the Forkins wanted to live and the way in which they
wanted to be remembered.

The second question, and in many ways the more perplexing question is:
why was it that the Forkins (with the possible exception of Stan) remained
loyal to the CPC through the late 1930s - when the Party was making so
many twists and turns in policy from the mid-1930s through to 1940- and
in the postwar era, after Hungary, the revelations about Stalin, and so on,
when so many others were getting out.

On the matter of twists and turns in Party policy from 1935 to 1941, a
retired colleague and long-time party member in the United States, Don
Wheeler, pointed out to me that the regime in the Soviet Union and the
parties in the United States and Canada were not unique. Everybody was
making twists and turns in this particular era. Moreover, even when people
were concerned about abrupt and sometimes inexplicable changes in
policy, they stayed in the Party because the concrete alternatives - includ
ing the CCF- involved an acceptance of capitalism, which was unthinkable
to dedicated Party members.

The Forkins did not accept things blindly. In a letter to me dated 5
January 1992,Phoebe Curato (who was still in Moscow at that time, but has
since moved to Toronto) said that questions were raised. On one occasion,
for example, when she and Pat had returned from a meeting "where some
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people had been hauled over the coals for 'insufficient vigilance'," Pat said:
"This can't be socialism." But they were so busy with their work, so
"dazzled by the success of the gigantic campaign to industrialize the
country," and so ignorant of much that was going on that they just didn't
realize the underlying contradictions in Soviet Communism.

Another factor that is pertinent, of course, is that the CPC was perpetu
ally under attack, both from the state and from competing organizations,
such as the CCF and the trade union bureaucrats. In these circumstances,
leadership from the top, Party discipline and loyalty, and a united front
against Party enemies were accepted as prerequisites for survival of the
organization and for survival of the cause.

As for the postwar era, Dennis Forkin (Stan's youngest son, who was
born in Toronto in 1944)suggested that once his father, uncles and aunt had
sunk their entire lives into the building of the CPC, "even the 'excesses' of
Stalin were insufficient to dissuade them. The~might ... criticize the guides
but they would never doubt the destination.:" This answer is equivocal and
unsatisfactory. But, for all that, it is the best answer we are likely to get until
we have much more research along the lines suggested by Bryan Palmer
and exemplified in the work of Raphael Samuel.

In summing up the significance of the Forkins and their legacy, the last
word is perhaps best left with Dennis Forkin, who has spent much of his life
trying to puzzle out the answer to this question:

There is something of the very fabric of history in their lives. It is the
story of how human beings are transformed from the progeny of their
times - into its progenitors.

To contemplate their lives is to consider the heritage of our own time/"

NOTES
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RCMP files;Frank Goldspink, head of the Manitoba branch of the CommunistParty of Canada,
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Augustine's Church and for his interesting observations on conditions in the east end in the
1920sand early 1930s;Tom Mitchell for sending me useful bits of information from his files and
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original draft of the paper; and Alvin Finkel, Jim Naylor and two anonymous readers from
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Horse Stealing and the Borderline:
The NWMP and the Control of Indian Movement,

1874-1900

Brian Hubner

ABSTRACT.In the late nineteenth century, prairie Indians were confined to a series of reserves,
a key instrument in this process being the NWMP. The NWMP imposed Canadian law on the
tribes, giving special attention to those who were stealing horses and using the international
border as a shield, because this activity was the most obvious vestige of Native independence.
The NWMP was less concerned with the actual thefts than with ending the free life of the
Indians so that they could be integrated into industrial capitalism. Within a short time, the
Indians were indeed confined to their reserves and were no longer able to freely cross the
border. Although many found places in the new economy, the final stage of this process of
assimilation was never fully completed.

SOMMAIRE. Les Amerindiens des Plaines furent confines dans une serie de reserves ala fin
du siecle dernier et la Police acheval du Nord-Ouest fut un instrument-de de ce mouvement.
La police imposait la loi canadienne aux tribus, surveillant tout particulierement celles qui se
livraient au vol de chevaux puis cherchaient refuge au-dela de la frontiere internationale, car
ce type d'activite constituait le vestige le plus visible de l'ancienne independence
amerindienne, Le corps de police se souciait moins de rep rimer les larcins eux-memes que de
hater l'extinction de I'ancien mode de vie libre des tribus afin de les integrer au systeme
capitaliste industriel. En tres peu de temps,les Amerindiens furent effectivement confines dans
leurs reserves et ne purent plus traverser la frontiere aleur gre, Bien que plusieurs d'entre eux
parvinrent a se tailler une place dans le nouvel ordre economique, la derniere etape du
processus assimilateur ne fut jamais menee aterme.

Within a span of only twenty years, 1870-90, the nomadic way of life of
the Indians of western Canada came to an end with their forced confine
ment to a series of reserves. A decade later, most of the remaining structures
intended to create "brown white people" out of these Indians were in place.
A key instrument in this process of "Canadianization" was the North West
Mounted Police (NWMP), a paramilitary force created in 1873 for the
express purpose of bringing law and order to the West. In the 1880s, the
NWMP imposed Canadian law on the prairie tribes, and specifically targeted
Native horse stealing as a crime that could be used to circumscribe Indian
movement and restrict Indian men to their reserves, symbolically crushing
their way of life. The NWMP was less concerned with the actual thefts, many
of which involved "Canadian" Indians stealing from tribes south of the
border, than with ending the "wild" and free life of the Indians. The police
helped secure Canadian control of the western hinterland so the land and
its inhabitants could be integrated into the new world of industrial capital
ism. By the turn of the century, horse theft and Indians crossing the border
in an uncontrolled fashion were things of the past. Many Indians who had
hunted buffalo only a few years before were on the way to finding a place in
the new economy as wage labourers, although the final stage of this process
of assimilation was never completed.

Several fairly recent attempts have been made to place this "Canadiani
zation" of the Native people within the theoretical concept of class struggle.
Ron Bourgeault, writing in 1983, argued that Native society was gradually
transformed by capitalism, with class divisions closely following along
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Table 1
Summary of Indian Horse Stealing Cases in the NWT, 1879-1889

Year Indian Horse Stealingl Total 0/0 Horse Stealing % of
Total Cases of Indian Crime Indian Crime

1879 3/5 = 60.0% 32 26/82 = 11.5%

1880 3/13 = 23.0% 24 24/98 = 23.0%

1881 7/12 = 58.3% 23 19/84 = 36.8%

1882 10/16 = 62.0% 21 59/278 = 16.9%

1883 5/12 = 41.7% 11 44/386 = 11.3%

1884 5/31 = 16.1% 9 52/596 = 9.6%

1885 29/48 = 60.4% 32 194/612 = 31.5%

1886 5/12 = 41.7% 3 15/602 = 2.5%

1887 3/9 = 33.3% 11 47/422 = 11.1%

1888 4/17 = 23.5% 10 41/417 = 9.7%

1889 15/21 = 71.40/0* 14 95/660 = 15.8%

*Waiser appears to be in error here. The author's examination of the Sessional Report for 1889
puts the figure at 5/14 = 35.1%. This would also put the figures of the next two columns into
doubt.

Source: Waiser, William A., TheNorth-West MountedPolice, in 1874-1889: A Statistical Study
(Ottawa: Parks Canada, 1979),24-26. Research Bulletin No. 117.

racial splits.' In the West, he speculated that this process began as the fur
trade extended west from Hudson Bay. Bourgeault believed the mercantile
capitalist system transformed the nomadic Cree Indians into serf-like de
pendents of the local factor. It is accepted that a modem capitalist system
had begun to penetrate the West in 1810 with the introduction of modem
business methods in the Hudson's Bay Company (HBC), consolidated by
the appointment of George Simpson as HBC administrator in 1830.2 In 1870,
when the Canadian government purchased Rupert's Land from the HBC,
the area was formally linked to the markets of eastern Canada and the rest
of the world. The Plains tribes, who lived communally and still hunted
buffalo, for the most part remained outside this system.' Bourgeault's views
were concerned mainly with the Metis. David Leadbeater's study of the
political economy of Alberta dealt with some of the specifics of the integra
tion of the Plains tribes into the new world of capitalist accumulation.' The
critical instrument implementing government policy in this early period of
economic transition was the NWMP. For Leadbeater, the NWMP's suppres
sion of crime committed by Indians, Treaties 6 and 7, and the Indian Act of
1876 were linked to changing patterns of "socio-economic development" of
the Prairies," This development required that the Indians be moved off
valuable land to allow for European settlement, and then concentrated on
reserves to provide the arriving settlers with a ready pool of low-wage
labour.

------------ ---._-----_.-.-_._-
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Within such a class-conscious view it has been theorized that those who
control the means of production, the dominant capitalist classes, will give
law-making and law-enforcementbodies the power to act in their interests.6

Several authors have attempted to define specifically the nature of crime
within such a theory. Richard Quinney represents an extreme pole of a class
approach to crime. Quinney believed that all crime was the result of class
conflict: either crimes of resistance or crimes of control." A somewhat more
moderate approach is "Claus Offe's Theory of Welfare and Justice under
Capitalism" as outlined by Ian Taylor. According to this view: "The state's
function is in creating the conditions in which the process of [capitalist]
accumulation can occur." Threats that might upset this include "kinds of
behaviour that are considered incompatible with the orderly pursuit of
surplus value production.:" It is these kinds of behaviour which must be
controlled and are defined as criminal by the law-enforcement and judicial
agencies who wield power for the capitalists.

A quick glance at the criminal cases dealt with by the NWMP,in 1879-89,
will reveal that three crimes were predominantly associated with Indians:
cattle killing, horse stealing, and bringing stolen property (horses) into
Canada" (see Table 1). In the late 1880s, a fourth crime - drunkenness 
crept into the records with increasing frequency. On the one hand, cattle
killing was rare, and almost exclusively an Indian activity. Cases involving
horse theft, on the other hand, were much more common. Bill Waiser, in
summarizing these cases from the Parliament of Canada's Sessional Reports,
found that Indians were involved in about half of the horse thefts from
1879-89.10 An examination of the cases, in a similar period, involving stolen
property brought into Canada revealed that they, as well as can be deter
mined, all involved Indians bringing horses, stolen from American tribes,
across the international line. It is clear that in the 1880s the NWMPsuccess
fully "clamped down" on this behaviour and ended cross-border horse
stealing raids. Since most of this activity involved Indians as both victims
and perpetrators (something that one would not think the police would be
overly concerned with), the question must be asked - why did this crime
attract NWMPattention? The answer maybe found in an examination of the
NWMP's attitude and reaction to Native horse stealing which emphasizes
the class conflict of the LeadbeaterI Taylor model. Horse stealing across the
border was given special emphasis by the police because it most clearly
symbolized the Indian's free nomadic lifestyle, and eliminating it was the
most obvious way to reduce their autonomy and control of their lives.
Donald Swainson, commenting specifically on a single tribe, identified the
process that was occurring: "In bringing effective federal rule to southern
Alberta they [the NWMP] abetted the termination of the international aspect
of Blackfoot life. This breakdown of re§ional international societies was
part of the process of Canadianization." 1 This "civilizing" or "Canadiani
zation" of the West continued the process of bringing a preindustrial people
and their land, into the capitalist economy, and the suppression of cross
border horse theft was an important part of this process.'

The NWMP, formed as a paramilitary organization modelled on the
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Royal Irish Constabulary, was intended to enforce Canadian law and carry
out government policy in the West. The bill that created-the Mounted Police,
dated 23 Mar 1873,placed the federal government securely in control of the
new police.' The NWMP were a key instrument in connecting the West to
eastern Canada, by establishing law and order and overseeing the peaceful
settlement of the region. The police continued the task of incorporating the
Plains Indian people into the legal system, a process that had begun at Red
River in the previous decades. This was clearly justice on an Anglo-Canadian
model, as R.C. Macleod wrote: "Much of the machinery of justice, including
the courts and their officials, procedures, and the law itself, was transferred
to the west without significant change.r " The NWMP was closely integrated
with the courts - the act which created the force made all officers"stipendi
ary magistrates" and ex officio justices of the peace, up until the creation of
regular courts in 1886, even after which their judicial power remained
considerable.IS NWMP justice gained a reputation for swiftness, and the
police's effectiveness was, in part, due to the certainty of punishment.16

The NWMP was well suited to administer justice in the interests of
eastern Canadian capitalists. The officers were products of the elite of
Upper Canadian society, or British-born, and they proceeded to recreate the
emerging society of the West in the image of the one they had left behind.
The police stressed the values of order and control, and established the
legitimacy of a hierarchical social order."Race was an additional element in
this process: "Race was a factor to be considered because it correlated with
the class ideas which were so important to the force.?" This was not a
situation unique to the western Plains. From the 1850s to the 1880s, the
dominant classes created professional police forces allover North America
to control subordinate groups and integrate them into a social and eco
nomic structure. This was done in a climate of crisis, such as the "lawless"
West typified by the "Cypress Hills Massacre," which justified the raising
of such forces to the general public.

The NWMP was very important in implementing Canadian Indian pol
icy in the North-West Territories (NWT). Macleod has outlined how the
NWMP assisted the government with its Indian policy which he divided
into three periods: the cession of Indian lands, the restriction of Indians to
reserves, and the assimilation of Indians into Canadian society." By the
1870s this policy was anchored in the reserve system, started in Upper
Canada in the 1830s: "The reserve system ... was to be the keystone of
Canada's Indian Policy."20 NWMP influence was important in influencing
the major chiefs to sign the Prairie treaties such as Treaty 7. The Indian Act
of 1876, revised and amended many times (for example, 1880 and 1914)
created the modem Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) and established
legislation to govern and control the Indians and keep them on the re
serves." The police assisted in the implementation of the policies contained
within the act.

The prairie tribes that the NWMP encountered, the Cree, Blackfoot and
Peigan, Assiniboine, Dakota, Gros Ventre and others, had somewhat different



HORSE STEALING AND THE BORDERLINE 285

notions of justice. They did not view horse stealing, when conducted
against an enemy tribe, as a crime at all. To them it was a form of small-scale
warfare, similar to a dangerous sport or game. In this context, horse stealing
was a demonstration of male virility conducted for "economic security and
social advancement," undertaken mainly by young men seeking to acquire
wealth or advance themselves socially." Prairie tribes, such as the Cree,
viewed horses as a measure of wealth and status, and from the time of the
acquisition of the horse to the mid-nineteenth century, horse theft was
generally tribal in nature, although it had become more individualistic by
1870.23 Horse stealing was but a step from full-scale tribal warfare and could
lead to such, but in any case it was often very bloody and retaliation and
counterretaliation were often in order. In the summer of 1880,the Cree chief
Pasqua, despite the opposition from the local Indian agent Captain Allen
McDonald, left his reserve at Upper Fishing Lake (Fort Qu'Appelle), on a
horse-stealing expedition to the United States. The raid eventually resulted
in a battle between American Indians of the Gros Ventre and Mandan
against some Assiniboine and Saulteaux that killed or wounded thirty-one
Indians." In the 1880s and 1890s, horse stealing seems to have replaced
warfare on a larger scale as an important expression of Native autonomy.
The NWMP realized the place that horse stealing had in Indian culture and
believed it was an activity which had to be stopped before the tribes would
settle down on the reserves. In 1889,while at Fort Macleod, Superintendent
Sam Steele commented: "Old warriors take this occasion [a Sun Dance] of
relating their scalps and giving the numbers of horses they were successful
in stealing. This has a pernicious effect on the young men; it makes them
unsettled and anxious to emulate the deeds of their forefathers.?"

Several authors, including Macleod and John Jennings, have examined
the pattern of NWMP activities as they related to the prairie tribes, and
placed horse stealing in the context of law enforcement in the NWT.
Macleod saw the period 1874-85 as one of mutual respect and cooperation
between the Native peoples and the NWMP: "Up to this point [1885] they
[Indians] had been the primary concern of the police. ,,26 The second period
began with the arrival of the railway and large numbers of settlers and
continued until 1900. In the first period the police slowly educated the
Indians about the new way of things, generally preferring to recover
property rather than to arrest." Macleod noted that it was not until 1884,
when organized gangs of non-Native horse thieves began operating, that
such criminal activity attracted police attention." Macleod found that after
the 1885 Rebellion, Indian horse stealing became the most serious external
difficulty the police faced. It emerged as a problem because the tribes
discovered that they could use the border as a shield; it did not attract a lot
of police attention."

Jennings presented a somewhat different view of Indian crime and horse
stealing. He also identified an early period when the NWMP was lenient
with such crime, but believed that this changed in the early 1880s when the
DIA became more involved in creating Indian policy." Jennings found that
in 1880the crime rate rose slightly, and in 1881more Indians were convicted,
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the formerly light sentences replaced by two- to five-year terms. Although
some prisoners were also let off for lack of evidence, stiff sentences were
handed down to repeat offenders. In 1882, non-Native crime increased as
the CPR started to move West, but there was also a sharp rise in Indian
crime. Jennings believed that the Indian crime rate remained static for the
next three years, but noted that many Indians were involved in horse raids
across the border."

Jennings identified two major trends in the NWMP approach to horse
stealing: an initial period of leniency, and a "crack-down" that started in
1880-81. Jennings seems to have believed that the DIA was mainly responsi
ble for this change. This was a factor, but the NWMP pursuit of Indian horse
thieves should be seen within a broader context. In 1879, the last major
buffalo herds disappeared from the Canadian Prairies, eliminating the most
critical element which could have maintained Indians as independent
people. The NWMPand the DIA were then able to impose stricter measures,
further restricting the Indians to their reserves. With the CPRon the way it
was understood that the West must be quickly prepared for settlement. The
implementation of these policies was helped along by the replacement of
Colonel James F. Macleod, as commissioner of the force, by the more pliable
A.G. Irvine." The "wild" life of the Plains Indians was not compatible with
the plan the government had for the West.

The whole process was closely tied to events in the United States, which
introduced additional factors. The disappearance of the buffalo herds from
the Prairies forced many Canadian Indians to hunt south of the line, where
the buffalo remained plentiful until 1883, and which led to increased cross
border horse stealing, which seemed to peak in 1884-85.33 This was not
welcomed by American authorities, and was a problem the NWMP believed
could develop into something more serious. Throughout the decade the
NWMP was under pressure from ranchers, both in the United States and
Canada, to end Indian interference in their operations. By1880, the NWMP's
period of initiation was over and the penalties for horse stealing quickly
became harsher. Within ten years, the Indians, confined to reserves, were
discovering their place in the capitalist economy evolving in the West.

Horse stealing (and to a lesser extent cattle killing) was the Indian crime
that the NWMPdirected attention against because it most obviously repre
sented the elements of the prairie Indian lifestyle that were incompatible
with the emerging new world. This was echoed many times in the reports
of the NWMP - the goal was to break the Indians of their "wild" and
"lawless" habits, the most obvious manifestations of which were horse
stealing and cattle killing." In December 1880, Superintendent L.N.F. Croz
ier, at Wood Mountain, summed up these sentiments well: "I very much
fear that killing and stealing will increase to such an extent that the country
along the border will be scarcely habitable ... [if they are punished for] ...
horse stealing other Indian outrages along the border will cease.,,35

The Canadian prairie tribes stole horses whenever the opportunity
arose, and from anyone - neighbouring Indian groups with whom they
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were not allied, settlers and ranchers, and even the police themselves. As a
general rule, however, after the arrival of the NWMP horse stealing by
Canadian Indians was directed increasingly against tribes south of the
border. Conversely, Indians from Montana and Dakota Territories, when
they had the opportunity, stole from tribes across the Canadian line. Large
numbers of horses could be taken in a single raid. NWMP Superintendent
Sam Steele reported that in April and May of 1889,Bloods and Peigans from
southern Alberta stole a hundred horses from the Crow Reservation in
Montana.36 Canadian Indians who were on the way to take horses from
enemy tribes often took or killed livestock that belonged to American
Indian agents, ranchers and settlers.

In the late 1870s, neither Canadian nor American law was prepared to
deal with this sort of cross-border activity. No extradition treaty existed
between the two nations, although the NWMP repeatedly called for some
type of agreement.37 In Canada, a Canadian Indian could not be arrested for
a theft which had occurred in the United States, unless the plaintiff went
north to press charges - a trip that was often impossible because of the
expense involved - although the stolen property could be confiscated."
This was the same in American law. Because of this the NWMP increasingly
resorted to arresting Indians for bringing stolen horses into Canada, a law
that did not exist in the United States. Indians could be punished for
possession of stolen property as if they had been caught stealing in Canada."
Not only was American law weaker in this regard but initially American
authorities, especially the civilian law enforcement officials, were indiffer
ent concerning the recovery of Canadian horses, or were even hostile to the
NWMP itself. This was true, for example, of J.J.Healy, a founder of the illegal
whiskey trading post Fort Whoop-Up, who was sheriff of Chouteau County
(Fort Benton area) in the late 1870s.The American military was more willing
to cooperate, but technically was unable to act except in cases that involved
army property."

This lack of action contrasted sharply with the activities of the NWMP.
They appeared to have made every effort to return and recover American
horses for both civilians and the military. In May 1879,the NWMP recovered
a group of horses for the United States Army, and eleven horses and a mule
for two American civilians, going as far as paying Indians cash to retrieve
them. The operation received the personal attention of Fort Walsh Superin
tendent, J.M. Walsh; A.G. Irvine, the NWMP commissioner; and the deputy
minister of the Interior."

It is evident that the NWMP were not just interested in stolen horses; they
needed to appear to the Americans to be in control of Canadian territory
and able to deal with any problems that occurred, especially those which
concerned Indians. There was always a fear that Indians north of the 49th
parallel would use Canada as a base of operations against the United States
Army, perhaps provoking the Americans to stage a punitive military
expedition, or that a full-scale tribal war would result from these horse
stealing raids.f Control of the border had to be maintained, and Forts
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Macleod and Walsh were built with that in mind: "The massing of the Force
at these posts near the frontier has no doubt secured tranquility in that
section of the Territory and prevented the American Indians from using
Canadian soil as a base of operations for prosecuting the war with the
United States.,,43

The possibility that Canada might be used as a base to fight the "Long
Knives" did not materialize until the disappearance of the buffalo in 1879.
From the spring of 1879, until the last wild buffaloes were killed in Mon
tana's Judith Basin in the mid-1880s, Indians based in Canada went south to
hunt, and in conjunction with these hunting expeditions horses were stolen
and cattle were killed. These Indians were often escorted or driven back
across the border by the United States Army. The most famous incident
occurred during the 1876-81 exile of the Dakota Sioux in Canada. In early
1879, Sitting Bull's people went south in search of the herds, but in mid
summer were forced back by tro?Rs under General Nelson A. Miles, after a
skirmish south of the Milk River. That same year groups of Canadian Cree
and Assiniboine went south, to the Milk and Missouri Rivers, to hunt.
Along the way the Cree stole horses and killed ranchers' cattle. These
Indians returned before the end of 1879,but more went south in the spring
of 1880.Such intrusions were not appreciated by the American Army, or by
the Crow and Peigan who threatened to fight the Canadian Indians and
break their American treaties if the government did not protect the buffalo
ranges. The United States military in Montana, on 14 September 1881,
issued orders to the commanding officer of Fort Assinniboine (the United
States Army insisted on spelling the name of their fort"Assinniboine," as
opposed to the generally accepted"Assiniboine," and I have retained their
orthography) to use soldiers if necessary to force the "return north of any
who may cross to South of the line.,,45 In 1881,Cree chief BigBear again went
south, and with some Blackfoot, raided the Crow. This time they were
confronted by the United States Army and ranchers organized into ad hoc
militia regiments, and the Indians were forced to return to Canada." The
NWMP and DIA officials increasingly believed that these movements south
were actually intended to steal horses or "lift scalps" and would soon result
in more serious incidents with the United States military." This was an
important factor in the decision to refuse several Indian bands, including
those under Big Bear and Piapot, reserves in the Cypress Hills in 1881-83,as
one author commented:

The Government was nervous about having large numbers of Indians
located close to the boundary with the United States; it wanted to
minimize contact, especially horse-stealing raids, between Canadian
and American Indians for fear they should lead to serious disputes
between the two nations."

The movement south of Canadian Indians was also not appreciated by
American ranchers or businessmen, and these people were not shy in
protesting to the Canadian government or to the NWMP about the situation.
The DIA Annual Report for 1881 mentioned that Montana ranchers,
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concerned about Canadian Indians stealing their horses and killing their
cattle, approached United States authorities about the matter. American
officials eventually brought this to the attention of Prime Minister John A.
Macdonald, as superintendent general of Indians Affairs, and to the gover
nor general." Montana-based businessmen like I.G. Baker, who also had
extensive operations in Canada, were quick to inform the NWMP of the loss
of some of their property due to the actions of Canadian Indians. Such was
the case when Canadian Cree took forty horses from Indians on the Marias
River, and killed nine cattle and several horses belonging to Baker.50 Mon
tana newspapers like J.J.Healy's Fort Benton Record were eager to support
these ranchers and businessmen, and always quick to criticize the NWMP
and label their efforts to stop this activity as feeble or calculating."

In the early 1880s, the NWMP began in earnest to put a stop to Indian
horse thefts. The most important measure they adopted was the selective
use of considerably more severe sentences for horse theft and the possession
of stolen horses in Canada. These measures could not have been successful
had they not occurred in conjunction with the expansion of the patrol
system and the NWMP outpost network. The police were also aided by the
United States military who, by the mid-1880s, were more willing and able
to cooperate in ending the international connections of the Plains tribes.

In 1880, the NWMP attitude towards Indian horse thieves changed.
Before this date (though it must be remembered that records are incom
plete) there is but one case in the NWT of an Indian being convicted and
sentenced (three months with hard labour) for horse theft. In the years
1880-82,eight Indians received sentences ranging from two to five years of
hard labour in Stoney Mountain Penitentiary (Manitoba), and several
others received sentences of two to three years. As A.B. McCullough
correctly noted in a history of Fort Walsh, the apparent increase in the
number of thefts was not the result of increased activity, "it was the result
of an increased severity in sentencing.r" At first these measures were
directed mainly at Indians stealing on Canadian soil, rather than at combat
ting cross-border theft. The NWMP were particularly tough on repeat
offenders. Little Fisher, who had been convicted of larceny the year before,
on 11 October 1880, received a sentence of six months with hard labour in
the Fort Walsh jail, for horse theft. 53 Despite escaping at least once from the
"temporary prisoner's room," because a careless policeman on "provost
duty" had left an ax there, Little Fisher served out his sentence and was
released. However, when he appeared in court again charged with horse
stealing, in May of 1881,he was sentenced to five years in prison."

In his 1881 report, Superintendent Crozier, commanding officer of Fort
Walsh, commented that bringing stolen horses into the country had pre
viously not been"considered by them [the Indians] as an offence," and that
the courts had dealt leniently with this sort of activity. 55 This state of affairs
had certainly ended by the time of Crozier's report and the transportation
and possession of stolen animals was being dealt with harshly. The assump
tion appears to have been that the persons who were involved in such
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Table 2
Names of Indian Prisoners Released on 14 March 1884

from Stoney Mountain Penitentiary

Narne of Prisoner Band (all Cree) Sentence
Wa-kee-ew Big Bear Two years

The Lonesome Man Nepu-es (also named "Like a Dead Man") Five years

Mis-as-quat Pie Pot Five years

Cut Foot Pie Pot Five years

The Wolf Pie Pot Five years

Old Moccasin Pie Pot Two years

Sitting Horse No Band Two years

The Strong Body Little Horse Two years

Pigs Fat Big Bear Two years

Little Calf Pie Pot Two years

The Flying Quill No band Two years

Fawn Standing Me nah ne cos sis Two years

Lo-pa-is-ta-o Me nah ne cos sis Two years

Wa-cho-kum The wise man Two years

Ne-pay-ya-chi Big Bear Two years

Source: Based on a list in NA, RG 10, vol. 3770, file 33, 972, "From the Manitoba Penitentiary
- Release of the Indian Prisoners arrested at Cypress Hill for horse stealing, 1884."

activity were always the actual thieves. In September 1880, four Indians
were sentenced to fourteen days each for the transportation of stolen
property." In 1882,a year that also saw an increase in non-Native horse theft
because of the arrival of the CPR in the West, an Indian was sentenced at Fort
Macleod to two years in prison.57

The NWMP "crackdown" on the transportation of stolen horses into
Canada reached a peak in the following two years. When thirty-four horses
were stolen from [G. Baker in Montana, and reported to be in Canada, the
police from the Maple Creek detachment acted swiftly - they found all but
three of the stolen horses and returned them to him. In May 1883, eleven
Indians were sent to Stoney Mountain for two years each on the charge of
transporting stolen property across the border. Irvine commented with
satisfaction: "So far as our Indians were concerned, this summary justice
had the effect of putting an end to their raiding expeditions.,,58 Other arrests,
both involving horse stealing and transportation of stolen property, fol
lowed that summer in the Cypress Hills. They all resulted in convictions,
with sentences ranging from two to five years with hard labour. According
to Irvine these had the "most beneficial results.f'" Two more Indians were
convicted at Fort Macleod for horse theft: one received six months at hard
labour, the other four years. The convictions and harsh sentences continued
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in 1884:seven Cree were convicted at Regina for transporting stolen prop
erty, and received sentences from one month to two years; and, on 15
November, two Bloods and one Peigan were given two years each at Fort
Macleod for horse stealing."

These arrests occurred within the context of efforts to remove bands
under Big Bear, Piapot, Little Pine, Lucky Man and Foremost Man from the
Cypress .Hills; indeed, it appears the arrests were part of DIA and police
strategy." In March 1883, acting assistant commissioner of the DIA, Hayter
Reed, under orders from Indian commissioner for Manitoba and the North
West Territories, Edgar Dewdney, was despatched to Fort Walsh to accom
plish this. Over the next three months, with the full cooperation of the
police, Reed made promises and cut off rations in order to get the Indians to
move.62 A special tactic was to assure the Native leaders that fifteen Indians,
arrested in the Cypress Hills that summer for horse stealing and currently
incarcerated in disease-ridden Stoney Mountain Penitentiary, would re
ceive reduced sentences if they complied with the wishes of the govern
ment. By the end of summer the chiefs and headmen had led their people to
the north and west, out of the Cypress Hills, but to the consternation of the
Indians no prisoners had been released. Apparently they had believed that
Reed had meant immediate release, and not simply a reduction of their
prison sentences.f Under pressure from the Native leaders, Dewdney
finally had these Indians freed on 14 March 1884, ordering the warden of
Stoney Mountain to release the prisoners and allow members of DIA to
conduct them to their reserves." (SeeTable 2.)

By 1885, Irvine was able to report there was "a falling off" of horse
stealing by Indians.f Paradoxically the 1885 statistics represent the high
point of convictions of Indians for crimes related to horse theft. However, it
is evident that the eleven Indians sentenced in Regina, in November 1885,
to one to four months in jail, and the five Indians who received from two to
six years for horse theft or illegal possession of horses, at Battleford in
September, were actually being punished for their part in the North-West
Rebellion of 1885. This, in itself, illustrates the way the police were able to
effectively use these laws to punish Indians for unlawful behaviour.66

After 1885, the number of convictions of Indians for horse stealing and
related crimes gradually diminished, but penalties often remained harsh,
and officers of the force seemed more eager than ever to advocate strict
measures to end the problem. In December 1886,Superintendent I.H. Illree,
commanding officer of 'IA" Division (Maple Creek) went just short of
advocating that horse thieves be shot on sight, and concluded: 'II have
advised several times that severe measures should be used with these Indian
horse thieves.T" A year later, at Fort Macleod, Sam Steele believed that
officers of the force should retain enough power, in light of the judicial
changes in the NWT, to "inflict severe punishment on [Indian] horse
thieves." Steele, who was an admirer of American-style IIsummary justice"
and who recommended it for Canada, said that the Bloods and Peirans were
turning stolen horses over to their chiefs for fear of punishment," The new
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commissioner of the force, Lawrence W. Herchmer, understood these feel
ings, and in his report for 1889 promised that the police would act with
"speedy justice" to make our territories dangerous to those ''bringing stolen
horses into Canada.T" Penalties remained heavy for convicted Indians,
especiall~ when compared to the many non-Native prisoners who were
released. 0 In May 1887, two Bloods, The Dog and Big Rib, were convicted
of stealing horses from non-Natives at Medicine Hat, and received five
years each at hard labour, but the pair never went to jail because they
managed to escape."

The NWMP could not have achieved the results that they did in the
suppression of horse stealing, especially related to cross-border activities,
without the improvement and the expansion of the patrol system and the
system of outposts. These were the organizational changes which insured
that Indian thieves would face justice, or at least lose their horses. The police
had always utilized patrols and outposts, but after 1885Herchmer instituted
a system of systematic patrols which eventually covered the police's entire
jurisdiction, concentrating on the border areas. Herchmer's initial motiva
tion to do this may well have been the gangs of non-Native horse thieves
from Montana who started to operate in the border regions in 1884?2The
patrol system was very effective and many, including contemporaries such
as Herchmer, and Indian agent William Pocklington, and historians such as
R.C. Macleod, have credited it with ending horse stealing." A good example
of police efficiency in patrolling the border occurred in April 1889, when
Superintendent Richard Burton Deane, commanding the Lethbridge detach
ment, was informed that Canadian Indians had left for the United States to
steal horses. Deane warned Colonel Otis, his counterpart at Fort Assinni
boine, who wired back that the thieves were returning to Canada through the
Sweet Grass Hills with Gros Ventre horses. Deane, who had fifty-six men
patrolling night and day, found the Indians with a "flying patrol," and
although the criminals escaped, many of the horses were recovered."

The network of NWMP outposts went hand in hand with the patrol
system to increase police effectiveness in dealing with horse thieves. The
expansion of the number of outposts after 1885was especially important in
protecting ranchers from the Indians. NWMP outposts had existed since the
force had been in the West and they had been recognized as being effective
against horse stealing since the early 1880s?5From 1886 to 1889, Herchmer
established many more outposts in the NWT such as Writing-on-Stone, a
post on the Milk River in southern Alberta, which was built to stop Black
foot, Assiniboine and Gros Ventre "raids across the border.':" As ranching
took hold in southern Alberta, the police extended special protection to the
ranchers' livestock." A few ranchers vocally complained about Indians,
mainly American, interfering with their stock." Some, like Senator W.F.
Cochrane, owner of the Cochrane Ranche, had influential voices. In a letter
sent to his father on 4 January 1885, Cochrane told of how the NWMP were
tardy in placing men at the old Standoff Post near his property, and that he
considered going to their superiors. This sort of pressure evidently worked,
and by 1889 the NWMP had a system of outposts within a few miles of the
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home ranch of the four major ranching operations in Alberta, including the
Cochrane Ranche and the Walrond Ranche."

Despite some initial problems, the NWMP were always eager to establish
good, cooperative relationships with the United States military and Indian
agents to stop cross-border horse stealing." It is clear that events south of
the border were important in the NWMP successes against the horse thieves.
This is understandable, as American authorities were involved in exactly
the same process as the police. The establishment of the NWMP's system of
forts, in 1874-75,was followed by the American Army's defeat of the Dakota
Sioux and their occupation of the northern Plains with a series of new
military installations: Forts Keogh, Custer and Missoula (1877);Fort Assin
niboine, which reflaced the old fur trade post Fort Benton (1879); and Fort
Maginnis (1880).8 Fort Assinniboine, acting in conjunction with its sister
Fort Buford (1868) - was particularly important in dealing with cross
border horse stealing as it was expressly built to stop Indians from coming
across the Canadian border. Soldiers from Fort Assinniboine were involved
in roundups of Canadian Cree in 1881, 1883, 1884, 1885, and in the two
"anti-Cree campaigns" of 1895 and 1896.82

The NWMP developed an effective working relationship with the officers
of Fort Assinniboine, who, by 1883 seemed to have been willing to go well
beyond official regulations to cooperate with the police. Critical to this
cooperation was the use of the telegraph system which came West with the
railroad. Army or police officials on either side of the border could relay
accurate descriptions of horses to each other before the culprits had even
crossed the border. On 3 October 1883, the quartermaster of Fort Assinni
boine was able to supply the commanding officer of the Maple Creek
detachment with full descriptions of stolen horses - within days of the
crime." The relationship the police developed with the United States mili
tary frequently bore fruit, as in late August 1883 when Colonel Jacob Kline
of Fort Assinniboine returned fifty-three horses stolen from British subjects
on the Bow River. The suspect, Dragon Fly, was turned over to the NWMP
at Fort Walsh crossing at noon on 25 August."

This spirit of cooperation also extended to the DIA. In the mid-1880s they
began to cooperate with American Indian agents to encourage their respec
tive charges to remain on their proper side of the border; the agents often
kept track of the Indians by recording who showed up for rations. In 1887,
the enterprising Canadian Indian agent, William Pocklington of the Blood
Agency, accompanied the NWMP, scout Jerry Potts, and Chief Red Crow, to
arrange a "peace conference" at Fort Assinniboine between his Bloods and
the American Gros Ventres, with the cooperation of United States Indian
agent Major Field. This was the result of the theft, in May 1887, of eighty
horses from the Assiniboine and Gros Ventre, in retaliation for six Bloods
killed in the Sweet Grass Hills the year before." In 1894, Pocklington and
Captain L.W. Cooke, agent at the Blackfeet Agency, Montana, arranged a
system for their respective reserve and reservation, which consisted of
keeping careful track of those able to draw rations and then expelling
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foreigners. If such an Indian was caught without a pass he was arrested and
returned horne; a second time meant a spell of hard labour and a police
escort to the border - on foot. There were no third time repeaters."
Pocklington declared that these arrangements prevented the "roaming
between the two countries" of the Blackfoot and Peigan Indians."

By the late 1880s, the police were full of praise for the United States
Army's help in suppressing horse stealing; Superintendent W.D. Antrobus,
at Maple Creek, singled out Colonel Otis, commanding officer of Fort
Assinniboine, for his great assistance with such matters. The feeling in
Montana was mutual. In 1888,Granville Stuart, leader of Montana's lynch
ing movement, and head of the Montana Stock Association, lauded the
NWMPfor the swiftness of their justice."

As the DIA came more and more to the fore in dealing with Indians, the
NWMP's role was gradually restricted to enforcing government policy
towards Indians. One such policy seems to have been initially intended to
stop horse stealing but soon had much wider applications. This was the
introduction of the"pass law" in 1885.The first mention of the institution of
a system of border passes was in 1882 when Prime Minister Macdonald
suggested to the Privy Council it might be used to end raiding by both
Canadian and American Indians. It was thought that such a system would
discourage crossing of the border by Indians and that they would then
"abandon their nomadic habits and settle down on reservations provided
for them.,,89 It was not implemented at that time because it was believed that
vigorous application of the vagrancy laws was sufficient. The pass system
was next mentioned in Commissioner A.G. Irvine's 1884 annual report
when he referred to the suggestion of Lawrence Vankoughnet, the deputy
superintendent general for Indian Affairs, that such passes would stop
Indians from loitering in settled areas. Irvine had doubts about the legality
of such a "permit" system, a doubt that the police were to voice in the
following decades."

In 1885, the pass system was put into place by Lawrence Vankoughnet
and Hayter Reed, after Major General Frederick Middleton had instituted it
as a temporary measure during the North-West Rebellion. Reed primarily
wanted to stop Indians from leaving the reserves and straying into the
towns, but the system was also supported by the strong cattle lobby led by
Senator Cochrane." The "pass law" was added as an amendment to the
Indian Act, and made the Indian agent a local justice of the peace able to
enforce the Criminal Code with regard to vagrancy and loitering laws. The
system required that an Indian have a pass signed by an Indian agent in
order to leave the reserve. It was generally only effective when rations were
withheld as a punishment. The NWMP, the DIA, andthe federal government
all knew the "pass law" had no legal basis and violated the promises of
Treaty 7- promises that the Indians would notbe confined to the reserves.
Yet the police, according to Macleod, "co-operated with the Indian Depart
ment in enforcing it as a matter of mutual convenience.T"

In the 1880sand 1890s, the NWMP had a difficult time enforcing the pass
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system. Superintendent Deane, at Lethbridge, reported that the Blood
Indians ignored it as they knew it had no valid basis in law." In May 1893,
Commissioner Herchmer, after he was told by his legal advisors that the
system was illegal, decided to end NWMP enforcement of the system, but
this stop appears to have been only temporary. The force remained in
volved in enforcing of the "pass law," but they were again doubting its
legality in 1904.94The DIA still continued to issue passes in the 1930s and
1940s, even though, by the mid-1890s, the belief that passes could keep
Indians on the reserve had already largelybeen abandoned. All requests for
passes were now to be granted and used only to obtain "a knowledge of
their [Indian] movements.T" By this time the pass system was hardly
needed - other laws and measures had been enacted to erode the tradi
tionallife of the Plains Indians, such as the measures intended to end the
Sun Dance.96 The pass system only had a minor role in ending horse
stealing, but the idea behind it was the same as the NWMP efforts to end
cross-border raids. As historian Sarah Carter wrote in reference to the
system: "Prospective settlers also had to be assured that they had nothing to
fear from Indians if they homesteaded on an isolated part of the prairie.?"

If the pass system presented a problem for the NWMP the police found
the"Act Respecting ... Public Morals" - the vagrancy law - a most useful
tool and it was used in a limited way against horse thieves. In 1884, Irvine
commented: "In connection with horse stealing, no less than in other crimes
the Vagrant Act has been found, in the West, to beefficacious.t'" In the
following decades, the vagrancy law was employed extensively to remove
undesirable Indians from wherever the authorities did not want them."

In 1888, the NWMP reported that Indian theft of horses was no longer a
very serious problem.I'" This view was being increasingly confirmed by the
reports of local Indian agents. Blood Indian agent William Pocklington
wrote to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, Edgar Dewdney on 18 July
1889, that" there have been fewer war parties travelling round the country"
in the last twelve months, and fewer rancher complaints.l'" Indeed, a year
later, Pocklington noted that Chief Red Crow turned in some Indians who
had been attempting to bring stolen property into Canada.i" By then, the
NWMP were also greatly assisted by the formation of Indian police forces. l o3

In 1890, Pockington reported "not an instance of a single horse having been
stolen from the south."I04 Indian agents like Pocklington began replacing
their reports of horse stealing with glowing reports of the progress Indians
were making in the wage economy: cutting hay, mining coal, cutting and
freighting lumber. Initially much of this work was done for the agents
themselves or the local NWMP detachment at Fort Macleod, but in the
Lethbridge area the Indians were soon mining coal for settlers or "working
out" for non-Native farmers in the district.i'" In 1895, the new agent on the
Blood reserve, James Wilson, reported: "The others, seeing their success,
soon followed and thus we now have a largebody of good working men."I06
NWMP crime reports for 1895 do not include any Indians accused of horse
theft or the transportation of stolen property into Canada. By this time, the
police and the Indian agents were identifying drunkenness and prostitution
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as the major Indian crimes. Horse stealing was almost a thing of the past. As
Wilson said of the Indians: "their proximity to the international boundary
line made it much harder in former years to gain any control over them,
because upon the least attempt at restraint they immediately crossed the
line.,,107 In his 1898 report, Commissioner Herchmer said much the same
thing - there were few cases of horse stealing in the West and the Indians
were now no trouble; indeed they had a u~rowing inclination to make
money, fostered by the Indian Department.":"

The NWMP had been instrumental in achieving this satisfactory state of
affairs by imposing harsher sentences on Indians, and utilizing their effec
tive patrol and outpost system to catch offenders and return horses. The
police were aided in these endeavours by the American military, and the
Mounted Police in tum assisted the Canadian DIA in circumscribing Indian
movement. This was not surprising as all these groups had the same goal in
mind - the restriction of the tribes to the reserve lands that the non-Natives
had set aside for them, in preparation for the Indians to be absorbed into the
capitalist economy. Horse stealing was the most prominent manifestation of
continuing, albeit feeble, Native independence and it had to be suppressed.
Thesehistorical events fit very well into a model of class conflict, like that
proposed by Leadbeater and Taylor. This process, however, was not fully
completed: the Indians on the reserves were never completely integrated
into the new wage economy, despite the overly optimistic reports of Indian
agents. In part, this was an unwanted result of the initial success of govern
ment policy - the confinement and then isolation of the tribes to the
reserves, for the reserves were crucial elements in the ultimate survival of
tradition Indian culture on the Prairies.109There Indians were able to de
velop other forms of resistance in relative isolation and neglect on the very
reserves which were intended as the crucibles of their assimilation.i'"
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"Other" Voices: Historical Essays onSaskatchewan Women, edited by David De
Brou and Aileen Moffatt. Regina: Canadian Plains Research Center, 1995.
Pp.166.

Sometimes a map of Saskatchewan can appear dull and predictable:
those straight-edged boundaries, all the space between towns, no mountain
ranges to add colour. But maps become more intricate and interesting once
cartographers add another level of description. The book "Other" Voices:
Historical Essays on Saskatchewan Women re-maps the historical picture of
Saskatchewan, adding women. Editors David De Brou and Aileen Moffatt
have brought together a collection of essays on Saskatchewan women that
draw upon interviews, oral histories, and autobiographical stories that
were not taken into account in previous mapping of the province, and draft
new views of Saskatchewan past and present.

The result is an engaging and readable account of some of the experi
ences of women from a variety of ethnic and economic backgrounds. The
editors include essays on farm women, Jewish women, French and Swedish
emigrants, well-offmembers of the lODE, women on relief during the 1930s,
recent immigrant women working in domestic service, and Aboriginal
women in transit from the bush to the city. The variety of perspectives they
present is matched by the variety of sources: the authors of the essays used
local histories, reminiscences, clippings, letters, anecdotes, and autobio
graphical fiction to discover the voices of women not usually heard in
historical discussions.

The various approaches of the essayists areset in their context in both the
introduction by the editors and in an essay in the issues in historiography
by Aileen Moffatt. Moffatt and De Brou justify their work by pointing out
the lamentable absence of many women from traditional Saskatchewan
histories. Moffatt explains what steps the integration of women into the
discussion of Saskatchewan history has taken, and cautions historians not
to assume that mentioning the accomplishments of some women accounts
for the lives of all women, saying "it is impossible to write a single history
for all women because women's experiences, situations and interpretations
are various and complex" (p. 25). Each of the writers has taken the task of
mapping a little comer of women's experiences, and the result is a more
complex analysis of how women's experiences were determined by their
gender, but also by their community, ethnicity, class, and religion.

Some insights surprised me. I knew that homesteading women were
often lonely, especially if neighbours were far away, but I had not consid
ered the added isolation the French immigrant women would have felt
because the people in the neighbouring communities spoke English. Lesley
Erickson explains: "Not learning English deprived them of possible con
tacts with other women and their social circle was limited to the small,
isolated French communities, scattered over the province" (p. 45). I was also
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surprised to read of the difficulties Jewish women had in always providing
food for their families. Anna Feldman notes that because of rules regarding
ritual slaughter of animals for food, "[i]n the early days of settlement, the
orthodox Jewish family's diet frequently consisted of salted herring and
potatoes" (p. 67). These observations fill out for me the picture of daily life
for women whose experiences are far removed from mine.

I also appreciated the essays on Aboriginal and recent immigrant
women. Miriam McNab discusses the move of Aboriginal women from the
bush to the village to the city as being one of increasing opportunity for
women. She points out that the women's "optimism and active participa
tion in the process of cultural change contrasts with the reflective remorse
felt by many southern Aboriginal people who feel the need to return to their
roots and sometimes blame their ancestors for their perceived losses" (p.
143). Jo-Anne Lee writes about the transition to the city of Saskatoon by
recent immigrant women, who found the move more difficult than the
Aboriginal women McNab interviewed. The women Lee writes about tell
their own stories, which "are not stories about forging a new and glorious
life in Canada, nor are they about being victims of 'isms': racism, sexism, or
classism.... As personal narratives, these are stories simply told of making
a life in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada" (pp. 146-47). The immigrant
women's stories are told in their entirety, and are touching in their emo
tional content.

All sorts of readers will find something to touch them in these accounts.
Many people will hear echoes of their mothers' or grandmothers' stories in
the life histories of farmers' wives recorded in interviews with Julie Dorsch.
They may see reflections of familiar faces in the photographs at the heart of
the book. Ideally, they will become inspired as historians, amateur or
professional, to discover further voices in Saskatchewan history. The map
of Saskatchewan history will become ever more diverse and interesting as
we listen to the stories told by these"other" voices.

Barbara Powell
Women's Centre
University of Regina

Alberta'sPetroleum Industry and the Conservation Board, by David H. Breen.
Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 1993. Pp. 800.

Probably the single greatest difference between the province of Alberta
and the rest of Canada's prairie provinces is the importance of the petro
leum industry to Alberta's economy. David Breen's book, Alberta's Petro
leumIndustryandtheConservation Board, examines the evolution of Alberta's
energy policy during the formative years of the industry in that province. It
provides a detailed account of the legislative and administrative attempts
to bring order to an industry which, left to itself, would certainly have
developed in a much different way than it has.
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The time period covered by Breen is from the beginning of the industry
at the turn of the century to the passage of the Oil and Gas Conservation Act
by the Alberta legislature in 1957. The focus of the book is on the period
between 1930 and 1957. This period corresponds to the time when regula
tion of the petroleum resources could truly be said to be a provincial
responsibility. Before 1930 the responsibility was a federal one and sub
sequent to 1959 the National Energy Board exerted some influence on
provincial regulation.

Breen approaches the problem as an historian and so what we get in the
book is a straightforward account of what happened and why. This is not a
social history full of colourful tales of life in the oil patch. It is most likely to
be of interest to professionals in the field of petroleum regulation and,
because of the importance of the industry in the province of Alberta, to
historians specializing in the prairie provinces. Having said that, the book
is not a dry, boring tome, it is well written and parts of it, such as the the
account of the 1948 blow-out of the Atlantic No.3 well, make engrossing
reading.

A particularly nice feature of the book is the inclusion in the introduction
of a brief account of the geology of a petroleum field and of the need for
conservation of the resource. This makes the understanding of the later,
sometimes technical, discussion of individual conservation measures easier
to follow for the non-specialist reader. A glossary of common industry
terms also helps in this respect. The introduction discusses briefly the
regulatory experience in the United States. The differences between regula
tion in the United States and in Alberta is one of the recurring themes in the
analysis.

The body of the analysis is separated into two parts. The first dealing
with the time up until 1938, the second dealing with the subsequent period
up until 1959.The dividing line between the two periods is the founding of
the Petroleum and Natural Gas Conservation Board in 1938.

Part one begins with a chapter primarily focussed on the Turner Valley
Natural Gas Field. The practice of"flaring," or burning off waste gas is seen
as the root of the Alberta government's concern with conservation. An
interesting feature of this discussion is the reported conflict between the
government's desire for conservation and the producers' insistence that
there was no need for conservation, even in the face of evidence of declining
well pressure. This conflict and these positions are strikingly similar to
current conflicts between governments and fishers in some of Canada's
traditional fishing areas.

The last two chapters of the first part of the book are concerned with
initial attempts at regulating the Turner Valley field and the resulting legal
challenges to government regulation of the petroleum industry. The upshot
of the legal and administrative battles is the establishment of the Petroleum
and Natural Gas Conservation Board, with a "court-proof" legislative
authority for the regulation of the industry. This IIcourt-proof" legislation is
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also seen as one of the important differences between the Alberta system of
regulation and the systems prevalent in the United States. In Alberta the
Conservation Board was free to regulate without the constant annoyance of
legal challenges that reduced the efficiency of regulation in the United
States.

Part two of the book deals with the period during which the Conserva
tion Board matures and develops the expertise needed for effective regula
tion. An important demonstration of the need for an Alberta conservation
voice occurs during World War II. The Federal Oil Controller demands an
increased rate of production, despite the objections of the Conservation
Board that the desired rate of production is too high and will lead to the
lessening of the value of the field to the residents of Alberta. At the same
time gasoline rationing in the rest of the country, and its associated costs, is
felt to be unnecessary.

Chapter five begins with the discovery of the Leduc-Woodbend oil field.
This discovery had the effect of tremendously increasing the scale of the
petroleum industry in Alberta. Much of the regulation during this period
appears as a successful attempt to maintain the presence of the independent
oil operators in the Alberta industry and most of the problems during this
period arise out of conflicts between the larger oil producers and the smaller
independents because of differing time horizons. The independents had a
very short horizon as a result of their desire for very quick payback periods
for their investment, in an attempt to ensure a supply of capital to finance
their exploratory activities, while the larger producers found it much easier
to raise capital for their investment and so were more concerned with the
long-term recovery of the reserves than in short-term profits.

In the next two chapters Breen examines the marketing of the petroleum
products. The first chapter centres on the debates surrounding attempts to
establish natural gas pipelines for exporting natural gas, the second on
attempts by the Alberta industry to find additional markets for Alberta
crude oil. The natural gas export debate centred on a policy of ensuring that
adequate supplies of the cheap fuel source existed for Alberta consumers
before allowing exports. The attempts at finding alternative markets for
Alberta crude are seen as a response to the situation that has faced the
Alberta petroleum industry since the discovery of Leduc-Woodbend. The
subsequent tremendous increase in exploratory action resulted in tremen
dous oversupply relative to the size of the market. An interesting episode
recounted here is the aborted attempt to extract oil from the Athabasca Tar
Sands by means of an atomic blast. My reaction to this episode, admittedly
from a 1995perspective, was "They can't be serious!" But it does provide an
example of the attitude towards new oil discoveries in the late 1950s.

The final chapter in the second part of the book discusses the operation
of the Conservation Board's policy towards development of new fields. It is
in this chapter that I believe the most telling criticism of the Board can be
made - their policy of development at all costs. The emphasis of the
Board's policy was on encouraging development of all fields regardless of
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their economic viability under the prevailing conditions. This attitude
shows up in their allocation of extra production to marginal wells to ensure
that they will be profitable to their owners. This reliance on technical factors
to the exclusion of economic factors appears throughout the book with the
Board's emphasis on technological efficiency rather than economic efficiency.
In some cases the Board's objectives are allowed to be modified by eco
nomic conditions but these are seen as aberrations. An exception to this
discounting of economic factors occurs in the concern with finding new
markets for the oil products, although this problem itself is partly a result of
encouraging uneconomic exploration.

The last chapter of the book is a retrospective in which two contributions
of the Conservation Board are highlighted. The first being, of course, the
emphasis on resource conservation issues that the Board brought to public
policy debate in the province. The second, less tangible, contribution of the
Board was to provide an opportunity to increase the technical competence
of the province's petroleum engineers. The result is an industry today that
can compete with anyone on the basis of technical ability.

The book is well documented at all stages, including approximately a
hundred pages of appendices, a chronology of the Alberta industry, notes,
and a selected bibliography. At over 800pages it may seem intimidatingbut
is, nevertheless, well worth the read.

Ian Rongve
Department of Economics
University of Regina

Jack Masson with Edward C. LeSage, Jr. Alberta's Local Governments: Politics
andDemocracy. Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 1994.Pp. ix, 603.

It is hard to write a good book about local government. There is so much
detail to contend with that even a basic description of the way things work
is difficult to produce, and it is not easy to keep that description up to date
when administrative arrangements are changed with little or no publicity.
Governments rarely take seriously their responsibility to provide clear and
accurate information about the way local policies are made, and media
reports about these matters are often hopelessly inadequate. An ordinary
person with a local policy concern will spend at least as much time trying to
find where the decision is made as in putting his or her views across. In the
circumstances, there is a great temptation for the author of any book about
local government to pack in as much useful information as possible, in the
hope that this will facilitate democratic citizenship. Unfortunately, the
effect may be to put the democratic citizen asleep.

Jack Masson's book about Alberta's Local Governments is certainly not an
exciting read, but it does provide Albertans with an unusually complete
account of the structure and functions of their municipal institutions.
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Masson provides good historical background on most matters, and offers a
sensible discussion of many of the issues that have interested students of
local government for the last fifty years. He enriches his narrative with
many stories about local politics, drawn not only from Edmonton and
Calgary, but also from the small towns and rural districts of the province.
One can learn here about irrigation districts, Metis government, and town
site administration in the national parks, as well as about party politics and
administrative practices in the major urban centres. In fact, the book reads
more like an encyclopedia than a monograph, with more than a hundred
entries on matters as diverse as the use of consultants in municipal admini
stration, the development of ratepayers associations, the financing of ele
mentary education, and the evolution of local electoral systems. The entries
are not organized alphabetically, but are instead grouped into fourteen
chapters (plus an Appendix) with titles like "Intergovernmental Relations"
and "Interest Groups and Democracy." All these chapters have an introduc
tion and conclusion which establish certain themes, and some of the chap
ters are more integrated than others, but in general the discussions under
each heading can be read independently. This may increase the value of the
book as a reference, but it will discourage the reader who is hoping for an
overview. A given section often has little to do with what precedes or
follows it, and the discussion in individual chapters rarely builds towards
an obvious conclusion. As a result, the whole is rather less than the sum of
its parts.

One of the frustrating features of this book is its datedness. Although
some of the discussion has been brought up to 1992, and there is a half
hearted effort in the final chapter to consider the future of local government
under Ralph Klein, most sections effectively end in 1989. Non-Albertans
especially will be plagued with the suspicion that they are reading an
account of an era that has passed, and they will wonder why they are being
given so few clues about the nature of Klein's "revolution," the sources of
popular support for the recent dramatic reductions in public spending, and
the possible impact of these changes on both the quality of public services
and the character of local democracy in Alberta. This book is not the place
to turn for an analysis of the fiscal crisis of the local state in Alberta, or of the
local roots of the right-wing populism associated with Ralph Klein and
Preston Manning. Instead, it is a book that points us back towards discus
sions of party politics and participatory democracy in the 1970s, and of
public choice and metropolitan reorganization in the 1950s and 1960s.
Throughout, the point of intellectual departure is the United States, and the
occasional reference to Osborne and Gaebler's facile book on Reinventing
Government does little to alter one's sense that the author's America is of an
earlier generation. (Of the eighty-eightbooks cited in the bibliography, only
five were published in the 1990s, and two-thirds of the references date from
the 1970s or before. Has the world changed so little since Joe Clark and
Jimmy Carter were the leaders of their countries?)

More than many authors, Masson recognizes that current structures of
government are the effect of earlier political decisions, and so he is careful
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to trace the history of each institution he considers. He also recognizes that
the issues at stake in institutional reform are always ones of democratic
access, as well as efficiency and effectiveness. If there is a constant theme in
this book, it is that local democracy too often gets short shrift because of our
anxiety to achieve other objectives. However, it is difficult to make sense of
Masson's own position, or to come to any general conclusions about Alberta
local government when confronted with a discussion that is as choppy and
disconnected as the one we have here. Only in bits and pieces do we get a
sense of the changing character of Alberta society, the evolution of its
economy, the regional tensions within Alberta (and between the province
and the rest of the country), the peculiar history of Alberta populism, the
ideological distinctiveness of the province, and so on. Even less can we
situate ourselves in relation to the secular changes that have been occurring
in North America and the rest of the world, or understand the options now
being presented in relation to past and present ideological fashions. Thus,
the analyses that Masson offers us - both historical and normative - float
free from the ground that we need for sensible evaluation.

As the Wall StreetJournal and TheGlobe andMail are quick to remind us,
"Alberta" does not exist in splendid isolation. The province symbolizes a
political option which has been identified with the spirit of the times and is
being aggressively promoted in almost every part of the world. "Alberta"
like "Thatcher" or "Reagan" is a sign of populist neo-conservatism, of a
revolution against big government, high taxes, and welfare statism. If
"Alberta" works, the rest of us are supposed to sit up and take notice, and
ultimately follow its examples. So,'what exactly is this"Alberta" we are
supposed to imitate? Does it in fact have a leaner public sector? Are there
more opportunities for the ordinary taxpayer to express his or her views?
Has efficiency been improved by privatization? Do property rights get
more respect? Is it a place where the poor get bus tickets to British Colum
bia, and multiculturalism is regarded as an affront? Or, is Alberta just
Ontario with oil - a place where calm Canadian ways persist despite the
cowboy posturing that satisfies a need for regional distinctiveness?

One would expect that a work on Alberta's local governments would set
out with some care the distinctive characteristics of the province's system of
local government. However, Masson makes no effort to compare Alberta
with the other provinces, and it is difficult to see what, if anything, sets the
province apart. It does not help that Masson skirts almost everything to do
with the federal government: one would be hard put to understand from his
account how federal policies have shaped health, welfare, transportation,
environment, and public participation practices in the various provinces.
Like it or not, Alberta is still part of Canada and not a direct American
dependency, and so its politics and government fit a pattern that we can
observe throughout the country. Except in his discussion of land-use plan
ning, Masson also neglects the European and especially the British influences
on Canadian practice. Much of what is distinctive about the organization of
Canadian government is unintelligible except in terms of the influence of
postwar European models ofeconomic planning, environmental regulation,
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welfare activity, and even party political organization. Even today, a
European-model state seems appealing to Canadians who seek an alterna
tive to American practice.

In the end, we can understand very little about local government unless
we set it in context. At issue is the disposition and organization of the state
itself. We have to ask exactly how people are governed in any particular
region. What tasks do the senior governments reserve to themselves, and
how do they exercise their authority in relation to the local population? To
what extent are there autonomous institutions of local government, and
how do these institutions relate with one another and to the senior govern
ments? Which services and facilities have been left to private provision? To
what extent do local or other governmental authorities regulate business or
non-profit activity? What is the relationship between governmental and
non-governmental organizations in common fields of activity? How and
why has the pattern of governmental organization changed over the years?
In answering questions like these, we have to look not only at what
municipalities and other elected local governments are doing, but also at
the pattern of activity around them. This is not an easy thing, but once we
pose the issues in such terms it becomes clear that most of what passes as
political science, political sociology, and political economy actually tells us
little about the way we are governed. Analysts shy away from the patterns
of everyday life, because these patterns are too hard to understand, and we
are left with explanations that float over the realities of our lives. Masson at
least makes an honest effort to deal with the dense reality of local govern
ment and politics in Alberta, but what he offers us is only a beginning. A
much more ambitious study would be required to get us past the current
ideological posturing and enable us to see what is actually happening in our
lives.

Warren Magnusson
Department of Political Science
University of Victoria

Surviving as Indians: The Challenge of Self-Government, by Menno Boldt.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993.Pp. 384.

SurvivingasIndians is one of the best books ever written about aboriginal
politics in Canada. In an era when many academics lack the courage to
tackle the social and political implications of aboriginal self-government in
a forthright and intellectually honest manner, Surviving as Indians stands
out as a bold endeavour. The sophistication of the thought and insight
presented in this work reflects the vantage point of a scholar who has spent
the better part of his career studying the problems confronting aboriginal
peoples within the Canadian state. It is also written from the perspective of
a person who cares passionately about the future survival of aboriginal
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peoples in Canada. Whether readers agree or disagree with Boldt, the
arguments developed in this provocative book cannot be dismissed easily.

The central theme that runs through the book is the tension between the
notion of Indians and Indians. Indian refers to the Indian Act definition of a
person of Indian ancestry. Indian refers to traditional Indian peoples. Thus,
Indian is a legal-political construct, Indian is a cultural construct. Boldt,
fundamentally, is concerned with Indians surviving as Indians.

Within this Indian-Indian conceptual framework, Boldt addresses five
dimensions of aboriginal-state relations and their particular implications
for aboriginal self-government. Chapter 1 addresses the question of justice
(or perhaps more accurately, injustice) that underlies aboriginal-state rela
tions in Canada, from the time of first contact to the present day. While
thoughtful and comprehensive, there is little new here that has not been
stated before. Chapter 2 examines the basis of Indian policy in Canada
within a "national interest" paradigm and explains why the state has
pursued assimilationist policies toward aboriginal peoples and why so little
progress toward self-government has been accomplished to date. Boldt's
"national interest" paradigm is firmly rooted in elite theory approaches to
the study of politics and society, which holds that the policies pursued by
the state are to preserve or enhance the power of the political, economic and
social elite of a country. Thus, Indian policy is a reflection of the broader
logic of "national interest" as opposed to an instance of specific design. On
this score, Boldt is very persuasive.

Boldt prefaces his discussion by stating that it will be"distasteful to some
readers because, unavoidably, it carries paternalistic overtones" (pp. 117
18). To the contrary, because Boldt "calls a spade a spade," by discussing
both the virtues and the shortcomings of aboriginal communities and, thus,
treats aboriginal peoples as equals, he is notpaternalistic. Boldt argues that
current Indian government, imposed by the Canadian state, is a radical
departure from traditional Indian forms of political organization. Current
forms of government are hierarchical, traditional forms were not. As a
consequence, Indian communities that were once egalitarian have experi
enced the emergence of ruling elite classes. Boldt argues that unless aborigi
nalleaders and communities come to terms with the implications of current
structures of governance, self-government will simply mean a transfer of
power from the Canadian government to an aboriginal elite. He challenges
those who sincerely care about the well-being of aboriginal peoples: "Con
cerned Canadians cannot close their eyes to the possibility that 'Indian
self-government' may serve to cloak or to legitimate an indigenous tyranny
that harms the mass of band/tribal members" (p. 118).This challenge must
not go unheeded.

Boldt's chapter on culture is both extremely engaging and very sobering.
Boldt argues that without a revitalization of traditional Indian philosophies
and values, Indians will cease to exist as Indians. In this connection, Boldt
observes that without the maintenance of aboriginal languages, Indians
cannot fully survive as Indians. As Boldt states, "When a language dies a
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world-view is lost" (p. 187).Given the current state of aboriginal language
retention, it is difficult to be optimistic. However, Boldt underestimates the
role that traditional economic activities can play in the survival of Indians
as Indians. Much of Boldt's own experience is with the Indian communities
of southern Alberta, where settler populations and agricultural develop
ment have significantly eroded, if not eliminated, the possibility of tradi
tional economies serving as a basis for cultural revival. By contrast, in the
northern half of Alberta, hunting, fishing, and berry picking remain very
important activities, for many - not a few - Indians families and commu
nities. Thus, it maybe true for many aboriginal communities that traditional
economies cannot serve as a basis for cultural survival, but it is certainly not
true for all.

The final chapter is devoted to aboriginal economic development. It is an
excellent starting point for the discussion of the economic future of aborigi
nal peoples in Canada. Boldt accounts for the economic dependence of
contemporary Indian communities and offers alternatives to overcome this
dependence. The two key alternatives Boldt recommends are the integra
tion of Indian people into the Canadian mainstream economy and the
taxation of Indians both on and off reserve. Boldt argues this can be done
without compromising the fundamental elements of Indian culture. More
over, without economic self-sufficiency, self-government will hold little
meaning. These alternatives are controversial, but Boldt should be com
mended for putting these perspectives into the debate on aboriginal self
government.

Unfortunately, today many academics are concerned more about being
seen as U cheerleaders" for the Indian movement, rather than offering frank,
critical assessments (both the good and the bad) of aboriginal communities
and aboriginal leaders, as well as of Canadian people and Canadian govern
ments. It is only by dealing with the key issues surrounding aboriginal
self-government in a candid manner that meaningful solutions can be
achieved. Surviving as Indians is an extremely important book to head
debate in Canada in the right direction.

Greg Poelzer
Political Science Programme
University of Northern British Columbia

*Alberta's MetisSettlements Legislation: An Overview ofOwnership andManage-
ment of Settlement Lands, by Catherine E. Bell. Regina: Canadian Plains
Research Center, 1994.Pp 144.

Of all the Canadian provinces, Alberta has occupied the vanguard in
recognizing and entrenching land-base rights for the Metis in the Canadian
Constitution as a prelude to self-government. Until 1982the precise consti
tutional status of the Metis was uncertain and political responsibility for the
community remains uncertain to this day. Although they are not "Indians"
for the purposes of the Indian Act,' the Supreme Court of Canada had ruled
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in 1939 that the Inuit were embraced within the term "Indians" in section
91(24) of the Constitution Act, 1867.2 No similar judicial determination had
ever been made with respect to the Metis, however, with neither Canada
nor the provinces (save for Alberta) ready to accept legal or financial
responsibility for them.' Even section 35(2) of the Constitution Act, 1982,
did not definitively resolve the matter, although it did acknowledge the
Metis (along with the Indians and the Inuit) to be an "aboriginal people."

In this comprehensive overview of the evolution of Alberta's legislative
policy relating to the Metis, Catherine Bell describes the work of successive
provincial governments and commissions which grappled with the com
munity's land entitlement rights and self-governing powers. With the
assistance of helpful summaries, maps and appendices (for example, the
sample letters patent and collection of regulations and General Council
policies), the reader never gets lost in the necessary detail used to outline
complex matters.

As defined in Alberta's Metis Betterment Act of 1938, Metis are persons
IIof mixed white and Indian blood having not less than one-quarter Indian
blood," but excluding anyone defined in the Indian Act as a treaty or
non-treaty Indian. Actually, the nomenclature for members of the commu
nity is variable (for example, michif, bois brule, chicot, halfbreed, mixed
blood)," and statutory classifications are often arbitrary. Acceptance of an
aspirant by the Metis community, regardless of fixed criteria, is one impor
tant hallmark of membership. In absolute numbers, Alberta had the densest
Metis population in 1991 (56,310), followed by Manitoba (45,575) and
Saskatchewan (32,840). As with the Boers in South Africa, the Metis were
pushed northwards and westwards in their prairie homeland by the more
technologically advanced settlers comprising a later wave of migration. The
defeat of Riel and Dumont at Batoche in 1885 be§an a second dispersal of
many of the Metis to central and northern Alberta. In the same year Sir John
A. Macdonald viewed the Metis as a somewhat nondescript group: IIIfthey
are Indians, they go with the tribe; if they are half-breeds they are whites.:"

As the author shows, the Alberta approach throughout has been a
pragmatic one. It has been result-oriented rather than preoccupied with the
niceties of constitutional definition.i Without an adequate land base or
financial resources, the Metis of Alberta suffered grievously during the
Great Depression of the 1930s. When Metis leaders, such as Joseph Dion,
pressed the provincial government for assistance, the Ewing Commission
was appointed, holding hearings throughout the province and issuing its
report in 1936. The commissioners acknowledged the existence of group
rights in the Metis settlements, recommending the allotment of further
farmland and advancing proposals for the supervision of community
activities. Pursuant to the Metis Betterment Act of 1938, a number of widely
dispersed settlement areas with a total area of 1.25 million acres were
established. Features of the legislation, as amended in 1940, included: the
ministerial power to designate settlement areas as Improvement Districts
for tax assessment purposes, the prohibition of pledging the property of
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settlement members as security for loans, the exemption of such property
from seizure, and the heritability of settlement land on the part of spouses
and children of settlement members,"

The 1938 Act was experimental in nature and the parts of it that were
unworkable were simply ignored. In the early 1970s a task force struck to
reexamine the legislation recommended more grassroots input, greater
access to resources, progress towards self-government, and greater atten
tion to the Metis culture and the value system in community development.
Following the report there was a significant devolution of powers to local
settlement councils, particularly for the delivery of programs relating to
local housing, education, and economic and cultural development. With the
advent of the Charter in 1982, the status of the Metis was constitutionalized
and an aboriginal right to land protected by section 35(1) was recognized.
The province took the view that Metis aboriginal rights were extinguished
prior to 1982 while the Metis saw the establishment of the eight settlements
as recognition by Alberta of historic Metis political and aboriginal rights. In
July 1984, a further commission presided over by Grant MacEwan acknow
ledged in its report the aboriginal ancestry and the distinct role in the
history of Alberta of the Metis community, while adopting a practical,
"nonconstitutional" approach to development. The commission made ex
tensive recommendations on the creation of a more adequate resource base,
a broader definition of who had Metis status, dispute resolution procedures
and self-governing powers." Resolution 18, passed by the Alberta legisla
ture in 1985, went far towards adopting the MacEwen Report proposals"
for future legislative implementation.

The most comprehensive Alberta legislation enacted to date was the
1990 Metis settlements legislation which the author describes in Chapter 3.
Each of the eight settlements was to have a governing settlement council,
and was to enjoy the legal rights, privileges and powers of a natural person.
A General Council was also established to oversee collective interests.
Extensive bylaw authority was established for the councils. A Metis Settle
ment Appeal Tribunal was created and, as of April 1994, had issued
twenty-one orders." A consolidated fund was created to be administered
by the General Council, and the issues of membership (to be jointly deter
mined by settlement councils and the government) and land interests and
management were addressed.

Succeeding chapters investigate in detail the present legal arrangements
in relation to the Alberta Metis. Topics so considered are the Metis Settle
ment Land Registry rights and interest in settlement lands, land use plan
ning, resource management, and hunting, fishing and trapping.

There is still considerable confusion about which unit of government is
responsible for the Metis. With the exception of Alberta the provinces
generally are inclined to consider the Metis a federal responsibility." The
federal government, converselx, regards the Metis south of the 60th parallel
as a provincial responsibility. 3 While Ottawa continues to fund "Indian"
students who meet certain standards and are registered at the University of
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Saskatchewan's College of Law, for example, it no longer funds Metis
students. This dereliction on the part of the federal government could quite
possibly be successfully challenged in the courts by Metis students invok
ing the aboriginal and equality rights provisions in the Charter. Another
wrinkle in the tangled constitutionalbackground of aboriginal rights is that
it is now possible to argue, pursuant to Article 35(3) of the Constitution Act,
1982, that provinces, as well as the federal government, can enter into
"treaties," the effect of which would be to constitutionalize the Alberta
settlements agreement, thereby affording an additional guarantee to Metis
land rights." .

The author of this work is to be commended for writing a lucid, detailed
and comprehensive overview of the legislative history of the Alberta Metis
which will comprise a valuable addition to the growing literature on
aboriginal rights in Canada.

Catherine E. Bell, Alberta MetisSettlements Legislation, 3.

See, for example, Clem Chartier, " 'Indian': An Analysis of the Term as Used in Section
91(24)of the British North America Act, 1967," Saskatchewan LawReview 43 (1978-79):37.

Compare with Jennifer S.H. Brown, "Metis," The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2nd ed., vol. 2
(Edmonton: Hertig, 1988), 1343.

Ibid., 1345.

Ibid.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8. Ibid., 5-6 .

9. Ibid., 12-13.

10. Ibid., 15.

11. Ibid., 23.

12. Ibid., 76.

13. Ibid.

NOTES

1. Indian Act, StatutesofCanada, 1985, c.1-6.

2. Re Eskimo [1939] S.C.R. 104.

3.

14. Ibid., 80.
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In Subordination: Professional Women, 1870-1970. ByMary Kinnear. Montreal
and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1995. Pp. 245.

Ever since the mid-1970s, when researchers, academic and popular,
undertook the task of rediscovery of the history of Canadian women, the
topic of women's paid labourhas attracted attention. We now have available



314 BOOK REVIEWS - Prairie Forum

numerous studies of many sorts of workers, unskilled domestic servants
and factory workers, professional women, clerical and service workers 
who they were, what they did, how they struggled to improve conditions
and raise their status. We see far more clearly how women workers fit into
the capitalistic economy as, essentially, a reserve labour force where place
depended in partupon race/ethnicity and class. Above all, we have learned
how pervasive the gender factor has been, that women workers in general,
were "in subordination."

Mary Kinnear's new book, In Subordination: Professional Women, 1870
1970, is a welcome contribution to this literature on women and work in
Canada. It is an unprecedentedly thorough examination of the relatively
"privileged" minority of gender-subordinated workers, the 10 to 20percent
of women in jobs defined by the census as "professional." These women
were "a witness to the success of the nineteenth-century feminists," but
their presence led then, and now, to many questions. Her purpose, the
author states, is "to discover the dimensions of professional experience for
the first generations of female university teachers, physicians, lawyers,
nurses, and teachers" (p. vii). The topic has occupied Kinnear's energies for
some years, and this book marks the culmination of her examination of
professional women in which she has concentrated upon Manitoba. (Inter
estingly, the title does not suggest a "provincial" focus. Did author or
publisher, or both, conclude that an accurate title would be off-putting? Or
that it was time to tum the tables given that many ostensibly general studies
are mainly about Ontario women? Welcome is the implicit acknow
ledgement that a prairie province can serve as model.) The book is an
excellent and accessibly written study which is must reading for anyone
interested in the history of women and work or prairie West history.

This narrative of Manitoba professional women serves as a sort of
microcosm. Moreover, In Subordination discusses these women within an
informative critical analysis of the literature on professions and the profes
sional. Included is discussion of their emergence, ongoing changes and
developments (in which she notes how men as well as women were
affected), and definitional problems, especially as they relate to the complex
question: are any of the women's professions really "professional"? This
historicized context, as it might be called, is further strengthened because
Kinnear discusses not only the national scene but also the international,
using in particular American and British comparisons. It is clear that the
Manitoba narrative had much in common with others. What emerges is a
picture (described by her as convincing "to those with eyes to see") which
depicts just how throughly gendered society in general and the work place
in particular have been.

That said, women professionals were "in subordination." Whether we
discuss the small proportions who were university teachers, or physicians,
or lawyers, in largely male professions, the school teachers who were "a
Majority in the Margins," or the nurses whose female "profession" was
subordinate to the "male profession" of physician, these women had less
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control over their work and took home a far smaller paycheque. Moreover,
having broken asunder what amounted to the social contract, marriage and
family were all but taboo for these women. However, degrees of subordina
tion varied, and were shaped by various factors, including circumstances,
women's strategies, and what might be labelled "the demand factor." And
since 1970 significant changes occurred, a subject which also receives some
treatment by Kinnear.

No study is definitive. And research opportunities remain. For example,
in her discussions of school teachers and nurses, Kinnear only briefly notes
the women religious who staffed Roman Catholic institutions, surely an
U army" of women whose important work roles are now beginning to be
more fully recognized. And social work, increasingly a secular "profes
sional" career for Catholic and Protestant U do-gooder" women alike, is
neglected. Another sort of question has to do with examination of the
backgrounds of these Manitoba professional women. The class factor, for
one. For another, the ethnic/racial picture. The book, at times, gives inter
esting hints, and does include discussion of the particularly difficult posi
tion of Jewish professional women and the quota system. That said, this
reviewer wishes to emphasize again that In Subordination is an excellent,
informative study that deserves wide readership.

Ann Leger-Anderson
Department of History
University of Regina



316 BOOK REVIEWS - Prairie Forum

A Response to Dr. Pannekoek

I am indebted to Dr. Frits Pannekoek for his critique (Prairie Forum 20,no.
1 (Spring 1995): 146-47) of my review of Donald G. Wetherell's and Irene
R.A. Kmet's Homes in Alberta: Buildings, Trends and Design, 1870-1967 (Ed
monton: University of Alberta Press, 1991). I have long held the belief that
authors of books enjoyed an advantage over reviewers because while
authors got the benefit of other views, reviewers rarely received construc
tive criticism. Yet, while I appreciate his comments, Ibelieve that the advice
of the Bard may apply to Dr. Pannekoek's letter - UMe thinks he doth
protest too much!"

The Director of Alberta's Historic Sites and Archives Service takes me to
task for apparently impugning the integrity of the authors, and the agencies
which funded the book. I meant no such insult and, quite frankly, am still at
a loss as to how I accomplished this considerable feat. What I did in my
review, and am please to clarify here, is outline what I perceived to be an
inherent bias in the book.

As Dr. Pannekoek is aware, the term "bias" has taken on a pejorative
connotation. In its original sense, and the one I use here, it carries no such
negative meaning. I believe that Homes in Alberta is biased, but then I think
every scholarly work is biased. As a reviewer I inquire about the nature and
extent of a book's bias, as well as its likely source. I also evaluate the degree
to which authors transcend their bias, and how far they get toward the
elusive, but ultimately unattainable goal of scholarly objectivity. In the case
of the Wetherell and Kmet book the answers to these questions were fairly
obvious. Its status as a commissioned work, in my opinion, limited its
scope, its conclusions, and even its layout.

Several revealing questions, which I appreciate debating, are posed by
Dr. Pannekoek in his letter. He asks whether I would make similar com
ments of a university-paid scholar. The answer is a resounding yes, and I
have done so in other publications. Dr. Pannekoek asks whether historians,
and by implication other scholars, are taught such questionable ethics that
they cannot free themselves from their paymasters. Perhaps some are and
some are not, but this question misses the point entirely if, as I and many
others believe, all human research and public interpretation efforts are
inherently biased. The question is not one of bias or objectivity, only the
degree of the bias.

I am also asked whether I should be subject to additional scrutiny if I
. wrote an article or book on former Prime Minister John Diefenbaker whose

museum, archives, and research centre I administer at the University of
Saskatchewan in Saskatoon. I would certainly hope so! Indeed, I would
invite it, even demand it! In fact, I would like to take this opportunity to
invite Dr. Pannekoek and his colleagues to attend a conference on the life
and career of Mr. Diefenbaker which we are planning for next Fall. I am
planning to give a paper at the conference, and I would genuinely enjoy
discussing these and other topics with the Albertans.
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Dr. Pannekoek appears to be particularly disturbed by what I believe to
be a parochial provincial viewpoint in too many studies emanating from the
foothills province. He suggests that certain excellent books which have
appeared recently would be without merit if we applied my criterion to
them. He misses the obvious difference in that while these recent books are
focussed upon unique communities and organizations, the housing which
Wetherell and Kmet examined cannot be so narrowly construed. Dr. Pan
nekoek must recognize that housing is a social phenomenon and, while it is
subject to local variations, is best studied in the aggregate. If anything, a
comparative approach would have strengthened the contention of Dr.
Pannekoek and the authors that Alberta's housing is somehow different
from the rest of the Canadian Plains.

I am also charged with implying that IIAlberta is not a valid parameter
from which to study housing or for that matter _any other subject." I cannot
remember ever having so many words put into my mouth! I do not believe
that housing is best studied from a provincial standpoint, but that has no
bearing on other topics or subjects.

I am then reminded that Alberta's Social Credit years were unique, and
that this led to exceptional housing policies. Of course those years were
unique, but then so were the CCF/NDP years in Saskatchewan and the
alternating governments in Manitoba. Perhaps we should be asking how
housing and housing policies varied in these unique but geographically
similar places over the same period of time.

I am further scolded by having it pointed out that Saskatchewan and
Manitoba have never had any problem developing studies of social prob
lems using provincial boundaries as parameters. This is true, but it hardly
excuses the practice. We need more broadly conceived .. regional studies
which integrate our part of the world with international developments, and
not narrow provincial ones which explain too little and leave us begging for
more information.

Dr. Pannekoek has other criticisms of my review, but I am not certain
that answering them would enlighten readers further. What concerns me
more is that Dr. Pannekoek appears to be forgetting the audience for which
I was writing. Having been asked by a multidisciplinary journal with a
regional focus to do the review I naturally assumed that its readership
would expect a commentary from such a viewpoint.

Years ago the eminent Canadian sociologist S.D. Clark suggested that
Canadian scholars be wary in their use of documents produced by function
aries of the established order. I have come to appreciate the sagacity of this
advice. Perhaps we should begin to apply it to our correspondence as well.

R. Bruce Shepard
Director, Diefenbaker Centre
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan
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