The Mothers’ Council of Vancouver: |
Holding the Fort for the Unemployed, 1935-1938

IRENE HOWARD

In April 1935 the single unemployed men in the National Defence Camps
in British Columbia, under the leadership of the Relief Camp Workers’
Union, walked out en masse and gathered in Vancouver to confront the
authorities with their demand for work and wages. The response of
Mayor Gerald Grattan McGeer was to read the Riot Act in Victory
Square. The date is well remembered, for 23 April 1935 brought to a
head the smouldering unrest of the unemployed. For the next three years,
the economy still in crisis, they continued to petition, demonstrate and
organize. In May 1938 the relief camp workers precipitated a second
major confrontation — the Post Office sit-down strike. During these three
years the Mothers’ Council of Vancouver supported the unemployed,
especially throughout the two major strikes, providing food, clothing and
shelter for those who did not qualify for relief, joining wholeheartedly in
demonstrations and rallies, and initiating their own forms of protest.
Although a superficial account of the Mothers’ Council might suggest that
it was a traditional women’s organization acting in an auxiliary capacity
to the Relief Camp Workers’ Union, close study reveals that the Council
took a pre-eminently political direction, independently attempting to
influence governments and contributing substantially to the public debate
on what turned out to be an insoluble problem.

“Remember the women of Paris marching on Versailles for bread,”
remarked an anonymous onlooker as ten mothers from Vancouver led a
contingent of the unemployed up Government Street in Victoria in one
of the last episodes of the Post Office sit-down strike. The remark was
intended to be facetious; in fact it was historically perceptive. For al-
though the women of Vancouver did not get caught up in violence like
the women of Paris in 1789 (and of the Commune in 1871), they had a
good deal in common with their revolutionary sisters: a grand impatience
with the authorities in charge and the will to engage in militant action to
solve an economic problem. In England during the Chartist period of the
1830s, women joined with men in demonstrations, according to one

249

BG STUDIES, nos. 69-70, Spring-Summer 1986



250 BC STUDIES

historian even acting “‘almost as shock troops.” In the textile workers’
strike of 1912 in Massachusetts, immigrant women “picketed in freezing
weather, pregnant women and others with babies in their arms marching
with their placards for ‘Bread and Roses.”

British Columbia women have also been militant participants in labour
struggles. Vancouver Island miners’ wives confronted Premier McBride
in Victoria with his responsibilities in the coal miners’ strike of 1912-14.
In 1935 at Corbin in the Kootenays, miners’ wives were on the picket
line; some were injured in the fight with police. In 1946 loggers’ wives
from the Lake Cowichan Women’s Auxiliary led the International Wood-
workers of America strike trek to the provincial legislature. The women
of the Greenham Common peace camp in England, the women of Ice-
land halting the country’s business by a one-day strike — all belong to a
long tradition of political protest among women. The Mothers’ Council
of Vancouver finds an appropriate place in that tradition.

The Mothers’ Council must be seen in another context as well, that of
socialist women for whom the fight for women’s rights has been only part
of the workers’ struggle for full human rights. Indeed some feminists, like
Sylvia Pankhurst, eventually moved to the socialist arena and gave prece-
dence to the larger cause of working-class revolution. Not all radical
women subsumed their feminist aspirations in this way. Many followed
the lead of German Socialist Clara Zetkin (1857-1933), who assigned a
paramount role to women’s organizations outside the formal structure of
the Party. Such groups, she believed, fostered personal growth, creating
independent, thinking women with strong, socialist wills. Separate

1 Anonymous onlooker: Vancouver Sun, 21 June 1938, p. 1. Women of Paris: Dar-
line Gay Levy et al,, trans. and ed., Women in Revolutionary Paris, 1789-1795
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1979), pp. 36-42. Chartists: Dorothy
Thompson, “Women and Nineteenth Century Radical Politics,” in The Rights and
Wrongs of Women, ed. Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley (Harmondsworth, Eng.:
Penguin, 1976), p. 119. Textile workers: Sheila Rowbotham, Women, Resistance
and Revolution (Harmondsworth, Eng.: Penguin, 1974), pp. 110-11. Miners’
wives: Dorothy G. Steeves, The Compassionate Rebel: Ernest Winch and the
Growth of Socialism in Western Canada (Vancouver, B.C.: J. J. Douglas Ltd.,
paperbound edition, 1977), pp. 20-22: “They [the Cumberland women] got some
accordion-players and a procession led by the musicians and sometimes by women
dancing the highland fling would play the strike-breakers to the mine entrance and
await them to play them back again.” Stuart Jamieson, Times of Trouble: Labour
Unrest and Industrial Conflict in Canada, 1900-1966, Task Force on Labour Rela-
tions, Study No. 22 (Ottawa: Information Canada, 1968), p. 221. Women’s
Auxiliary: Sara Diamond, “A Union Man’s Wife: The Ladies’ Auxiliary Move-
ment in the IWA, the Lake Cowichan Experience,” in Not¢ Just Pin Money:
Selected Essays on the History of Women’s Work in British Columbia, ed. Barbara
K. Latham and Roberta J. Pazdro (Victoria, B.C.: Camosun College, 1984), p.
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women’s organizations could also reach out to non-political women and
gather them into the socialist fold, a more sensitive kind of proselytizing
than that which characterized the usual public political meeting. The
wisdom of creating separate organizations for women was questioned by
some socialists; Lenin, after all, maintained that women should not form
a special group within the Party. But he also distinguished between
feminist autonomy and “practical revolutionary expediency” as applied
to unpoliticized women.? In the Vancouver of the thirties, left-wing
women,® many with a history of feminist activism, adopted this pragmatic
approach: their Mothers’ Council was one of those women’s groups
formed, in part at least, for the practical purpose of giving women a
voice and encouraging them to use it.

No historical accounts exist of the Mothers’ Council or the other left-
wing women’s groups associated with it, for both women generally and
left-wing movements have until recently been omitted from “official”
history. It is only in the last twenty years that scholars have turned their
attention to these two fields of study and that archivists have actively
sought to acquire the necessary documents. Even so, biographies of left-
wing women and accounts of their organizations are only now beginning
to be written, and standard histories of the Co-operative Commonwealth
Federation (CCF) continue to emphasize “the male perspective, even
though, especially in the provincial B.C. party, women played key roles.”*
Supplying the need for a history of left-wing women from a feminine
perspective, Joan Sangster breaks new ground and opens the way for

2 Jane Slaughter and Robert Kern, “Introduction,” European Women on the Left:
Socialism, Feminism and the Problems Faced by Political Women, 1880 to the
Present, ed. Slaughter and Kern (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1981), pp.
6-7. Karen Honeycut, “Clara Zetkin: A Socialist Approach to the Problem of
Women’s Oppression,” in Slaughter and Kern, p. 38.

«w

In this essay the phrase “left-wing women” will denote women in the Co-operative
Commonwealth Federation (CCF) and the Communist Party of Canada (CPC)
along with their sympathizers.

¢ Susan ‘Walsh, “Equality, Emancipation and a More Just World: Leading Women
in the British Columbia Cooperative Commonwealth Federation” (M.A. disserta-
tion, Simon Fraser University, 1983), p. 10. The political careers of Helena
Gutteridge, Laura Jamieson, Dorothy Steeves and Grace MaclInnis are studied in
relation to their “dual roles” as feminists and as socialists. )

Women are all but completely missing from the CPC History Commission’s
Canada’s Party of Socialism: History of the Communist Party of Canada, 1921-
1976 (Toronto: Progress Books, 1982). Brief accounts of the Women’s Labour
League and the Congress of Canadian Women and of CPC views on the WLL
and the Women’s Lib movement of the sixties are given in Ivan Avakumovic, The
Communist Party in Canada: a History (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1975),

PP- 74 and 247-49.
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further detailed work in this field with her recent comprehensive study,
“Canadian Women in Radical Politics and Labour, 1920-1950.”°
However, the task of writing left-wing women into the history of
Canada will not be an easy one, for in many cases their records (and this
is true of the Mothers’ Council) are not to be found. There is no problem
finding archival materials for large women’s organizations which have
become institutions — the National Council of Women, for example, or
the Women’s Institute. The leading women in such organizations had a
strong feeling of belonging to an important and continuing tradition
whose history obviously had to be preserved. But women in less perma-
nent regional and local organizations, no matter what their politics, have
not had sufficient sense of their own importance to preserve their records,
Given their almost complete exclusion from the pages of history and the
pre-eminence there of the male experience, it is little wonder that when it
came time to deal with their accumulated papers, they destroyed them.
Even the ebullient Effie Jones (1889-1985), well-known as a communist
contender in Vancouver politics for two decades, was no proof against
the prevailing indifference to women’s history.® She had preserved the
records of the Housewives’ League of Vancouver (1938-43) through the
repressive political climate of the thirties and early forties, when, chairing
meetings of the League, she felt impelled to warn members that under-
cover agents were present at the back of the room. Finally, in her old age
5 Ph.D. dissertation, McMaster University, r984 (publication forthcoming). See also
Joan Sangster, “The Communist Party and the Woman Question, 1922-1929,”
Labour/Le Travail 15 (Spring 1985): 25-56, and “Women of the ‘New Era’:

Women in the Early CCF,” in Building the Cooperative Commonwealth, ed. W.
Brennan (Regina: University of Regina, Canadian Plains Research Centre, 1985).

)

Some of the more cautious among British Columbia socialists and communists
burned their papers or buried them, along with their Marxist books, for fear of
being caught in a police raid with incriminating evidence (interviews with Emil
Bjarnason, 9 October 1985, and Ruth Bullock, 4 October 1985). Grace MacInnis,
former CCF MLA, recalls that her own political involvement began during the
Winnipeg General Strike of 1919 during which her father, J. S. Woodsworth, was
arrested. At her mother’s bidding, Grace packed her father’s books and papers in
a box and hid them in the woods. Her mother further instructed Grace not to tell
her where they were, for if the RCMP came to search the house, Mrs. Woods-
worth wanted to plead ignorance (interview with Grace MacInnis by Anne Scotton,
SP 164:1, University of British Columbia Library, Special Collections Division
(UBCL)).

During the McCarthy era of the fifties, the peace movement was particularly
vulnerable to the ‘“guilt by association” tactic of anti-communists. The fear and
distrust of the times was such that splits occurred in the peace movement. In the
much respected Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, which has
consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council, a divi-
sion occurred among members, as a result of which, it was discovered some years
later, their records from the beginning (1921) to the mid-fifties had been destroyed
by a former member (interview with Sheila Young, Vancouver, 22 October 1985).
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in the 1970s she concluded that her papers were “of no interest to any-
one.” “I destroyed them all,” she said.”

There is a certain irony in the fact that the left-wing historian, in the
absence of membership lists and minute books, may find lists of members,
accounts of meetings, correspondence and all manner of newsletters and
other printed ephemera in police records. It is evident from the Van-
couver Police Department files that the meetings and other activities of
the CCF Women’s Central Group, the Mothers’ Council and the
Women’s Labour League were all under surveillance during the relief
camp workers’ strike of 1935 and the Post Office sit-down strike of 1938.
Yet even here women have received short shrift, for it appears that the
undercover agent was no more able than any other male observer of the
time to view the participation of women in politics with anything but
condescension. In his report on left-wing response to the reading of the
Riot Act, one Vancouver agent commented with benevolent contempt,
“I have never seen so many women running around, one would think it
was election night.”®

Dependent as it is on such limited sources as the left-wing and daily
press and interviews, the history of the Mothers’ Council must necessarily
be incomplete, at least in terms of the requirements of traditional male-
oriented history.? This does not mean that the Council must be excluded

7 Interview with Effie Jones, tape 3588-1, Women’s Labour History Collection
(WLHC), Provincial Archives of British Columbia (PABC). The B.C. Federation
of Labour and SFU Library have copies. When storage space was a problem a
woman might find room for her husband’s “more important” papers and destroy
her own. Conversation with Ruth Bullock, North Vancouver, 4 October 1985. On
censorship in Canada during the thirties, with particular reference to Section 98 of
the Criminal Code, see F. R. Scott, “Freedom of Speech in Canada,” Proceedings
of the Canadian Political Science Association, 5, May 1933, 169-89.

™

Unaddressed and unsigned memorandum, 27 April 1935, in Vancouver City Police
Department (VCPD) files. Cited in “Documents Related to the Vancouver Strike
and the On to Ottawa Trek,” in Ronald Liversedge, Recollections of the On to
Ottawa Trek, ed. Victor Hoar (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1973), p. 155. In
addition to their obvious political bias, such reports are often inaccurate as to
names and so poorly written as to be obscure. Police files on the single unemployed
for 1935 and 1938 are in Vancouver City Archives (VCA). See esp. Loc. 75 (F)2
and 75 (E)7.

9 The Attorney-General’s papers, PABC, provided a few letters from the Mothers’
Council. Their correspondence with Vancouver City Council was noted in city
council minutes, but the letters themselves were not deposited with Vancouver City
Archives.

Left-wing newspapers consulted: the CCF Commonwealth, superseded by the
Federationist; the communist B.C. Workers’ News, superseded by the People’s
Advocate.

Of the women interviewed, the two who remembered most about the Mothers’
Council telescoped the Council with another organization in the process of creating
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from serious study. It does mean that certain kinds of research — for
example, a quantitative study of the composition of the rank and file
membership — cannot be undertaken. Instead, new ways of perceiving
and handling the already available material have to be employed.’ In
this essay, re-reading the daily press from a woman’s point of view pro-
vided factual information which had heretofore been ignored. News-
papers also yielded another kind of information not usually perceived as
such — the emotional force of events. In addition, new, historically
significant persons and events were discovered when certain newspaper
reports were transposed from the comic to the serious.”* Women involved
in strike events were sometimes treated in the press in the abstract as a
homogeneous and stereotypical entity, “Woman,” and as such were
objects of indulgent humour without any claim to serious consideration.
When, however, the reports were read from a feminist perspective, these
women emerged as resolute, politicized individuals comprising an elite
within both the CCF and the Communist Party of Canada (CPC). On
being asked who on a list of CCF women of the thirties were working-
class and who middle-class, one informant finally expostulated: “Work-
ing-class women in those days were intelligent human beings who had
read enough and thought enough to know you had to change the
system.”*?

It did seem, during the Great Depression of the thirties, that the
capitalist system was breaking down, such was the depth of the economic
crisis. In the spring and summer of 1935, the focus for unrest was a class

a life review. Effie Jones merged in memory the Mothers’ Council with the House-
wives League, which had launched her career in civic politics and was thus for her
the more important of the two groups. Lil Stoneman telescoped the Mothers’
Council with the Women’s Labour League, of which, as secretary, she had been a
leading member (tape 3601, WLHC). Jean Barman deals with the selectivity of
memory in her working paper prepared for the Canadian Childhood History Pro-
ject, “Accounting for Gender and Class in Retrieving the History of Canadian
Childhood.” On the “life review” (pp. 7-9), she cites, among others, Paul Thomp-
son, The Voice of the Past: Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978),
p. 113.

10 On the question of re-examining available sources for new insights see Gerda
Lerner, “New Approaches to the Study of Women in American History,” in
Liberating Women’s History: Theoretical and Critical Essays, ed. Berenice A.
Carroll (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1976), p. 353.

11 For a discussion of the need for historians to abandon the study of Woman in the
abstract, see Sheila Ryan Johansson, “ ‘Herstory’ as History: A New Field or
Another Fad?” in Carroll, pp. 402-03. For the effects of mockery and caricature
on emerging women, see Rowbotham, p. 106. See Vancouver Sun report discussed
on p. 57, fn. 66.

12 Conversation with Hilda Kristiansen, 8 October 1985.
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of single unemployed men who could not claim domicile, for they had not
lived long enough in British Columbia, These were the men whom the
Mothers’ Council supported and befriended. The transients, as they were
called, were mostly migrant workers attracted to Vancouver by the mild
climate and the small hope, soon extinguished, that here conditions
might be better. They had no home, unless a hobo jungle like the one
behind the Canadian National Railway station could be called home,
or the construction camps operated for a short time by the provin-
cial government. With over 75,000 registered unemployed in British
Columbia alone in June 1932, the federal government, fearful of upris-
ings across the country, accepted General McNaughton’s plan to defuse
incipient insurrection by isolating the men in relief camps. Thus in June
1933 the provincial road camps were incorporated into the national relief
camp program of the Department of National Defence.*®

But General McNaughton’s plan did not work. The necessary funding
for rehabilitation was not forthcoming from the federal government. The
men were lonely, discontented, and starved for emotional and mental
stimulation. Most of all they resented being paid twenty cents for a full
day’s work. Their Relief Camp Workers’ Union, affiliated with the
Workers’ Unity League, protested camp conditions and claimed the
camps had been militarized. When union organizers were expelled from
the camps and blacklisted, the men began walking out.** In December
1934, 1,200 relief camp workers arrived in Vancouver and stayed for
four weeks, demanding an end to the blacklist and re-instatement of
those expelled. In April they staged another, and larger, walkout. Other
unemployed men joined them. United in a disciplined group behind
radical leaders, the unemployed now confronted the authorities as a
powerful constituency, demanding real work with real wages and aboli-
tion of the camps.’ Standing on street corners, holding out their tin cans

18 Registered unemployed: “Province of British Columbia, History of Relief: October,
1930-December 1937,” E. E. Winch Personal Papers, 55a.24, Angus MacInnis
Memorial Collection (AMMC), UBCL. Relief camps: Marion Lane, “Unemploy-
ment During the Depression: The Problem of the Single Unemployed Transient in
British Columbia, 1930-1938” (Graduating Essay, University of British Columbia,
1966), pp. 52-61. For a history and description of the camps, see “The Report of
the Macdonald Commission,” cited in full in Liversedge, ed. Hoar, pp. 125-45.

14 Lane, pp. 75-85.

15 For a first-hand account of December 1934 strike, see Jean Evans Sheils and Ben
Swankey, “Work and Wages!”” — Semi-documentary Account of the Life and Times
of Arthur H. (Slim) Evans (Vancouver: Trade Union Research Bureau, 1977),
p.- 81. See also Commonwealth, 20 December 1934, p. 1, and “Relief Camp
Workers’ Appeal to the People of British Columbia and Citizens of Vancouver,”
Vancouver, March 1955, E. E. Winch Personal Papers, 55a.24, AMMC.
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to collect money from passers-by, snarling traffic with their routine
marches, the men were a presence that could not be ignored. Their
numbers increased dramatically: the 9 April march of 5,000 men through
downtown streets added, the Vancouver Sun observed, "a new chapter to
the history of labour demonstration in Vancouver." The authorities, not
least of all Mayor McGeer, were very much afraid of a popular revolt. It
was, after al, only eighteen years since the Russian Revolution.*® Both
the mayor and Premier Pattullo insisted that unemployment was a federal
responsibility and looked to Ottawa for financia assistance, but Prime
Minister R. B. Bennett turned a deaf ear, taking refuge in the constitu-
tion: the men were a federal responsibility only while they were in the
National Defence Camps. The strikers, having left the camps, were now
a provincial responsibility and Vancouver must therefore look to Victoria
for help, "for a municipality is a creation of the province."’

On 23 April 1935 a department store parade ended in a confrontation
with the police and the reading of the Riot Act. Although in a private
communication with Ottawa McGeer blamed the disturbance on the
federal government's "ineffective policy of administering the unemploy-
ment situation,” in his radio address a few days later he blamed the strike
on communist leaders. It was a speech that could only contribute to the
prevailing climate of fear; it did nothing to help solve the problem of
how to feed the destitute strikers. On the following May Day 14,000
people marched in the parade and 20,000 gathered in Stanley Park for
the rally. Public sympathy was with the strikers, as even Mayor McGeer
acknowledged. For the left-wing strategists, the day was cause for jubila-
tion, its success being in large part due to the co-operation of the CCF
and the CPC on the issue of the unemployed. But Chief Constable
Foster, reporting to Mayor McGeer, saw the day as "a real tragedy"
because it had brought hopeful young men into contact with "foreigners
o a low type" and "Communistic organizations intent upon destruc-
tion."*®

6 Vancouver Sun, 10 April 1935, p. 2. Authorities: Documents cited in Liversedge,
ed. Hoar, pp. 147-66, esp. pp. 147-49, Premier T. D. Pattullo to Sir George Perley,
25 and 27 March 1935.

Mayor McGeer and Bennett: Exchange of telegrams, 16-21 May 1935, from
Report of the Regina Riot Commission, pp. 84-85, cited in Liversedge, ed. Hoar,
pp. 162-64. Pattullo: "T. Dufferin Pattullo and the Little New Deal," in Politics
of Discontent, ed. Ramsay Cook et al. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
N67), pp. 33-36; Premier Pattullo, "Your Government and the Problem of
Relief," Vancouver Sun, 7 May 1935, p. 2.

For eyewitness accounts of the day's events see Acting Inspector Lester to Chief
Constable Foster, 25 April 1935, ™ Liversedge, ed. Hoar, pp. 151-52, and Liver-
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