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SD: Could you start out by telling me your name and where 
you were born and when you came to this part of British 

Columbia? 

AA: Yes,. my name is Anna Arthur it was originally Anna 

Vanderveen. I was born in Victoria to missionary parents. 

We came to this part of the country, Coquitlam in 1920 

and with the exception of six year~ I have been here ever 

since. 

SD: When did you begin to work? 

AA: Well, actually I was trained as a teacher and taught 

for a while in the 1930's and was married in 1935 
-=~~ 

.... tHad a 

family and didn't work again until 1943. 

SD: Was it difficult to find work as a teacher · during 

the Depression? 

AA: Yes. Exceptionally so. So hard that I ended up having 

a private kindergarten £or pre-school. There weren't kinder-

gartens in the school system at that time. And so I had one 

of my own and it was quite successful. 

SD: \'lhPn vo11 were married did you do any work during the 

time you were married at all? out of the~me? 

AA: Oh, yes.. I started in 1943 when I had two children. 

The oldest of whom was going to school. The smaller one was 

at home still and it was fortunate .at that time that we 

shared a house with my mother. So she was able to share 

the care of the child. 

SD: And where did you be~1n to work at that time? 
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AA: Well it :was during the war. and we lived not too far 

from what was an industrial school and they were in need 

of teachers at that timE;! and they kept pestering me to go 

and teach. I felt that I had a committment at home and I 

didn't want to do that. However they kept at me and I 

finally agreed to go on a part-time basis for ha·lf a day 

for :each day. And that I did .until my husband became ill 

in 1945 and he was in a sanatorium fornearly a year. So 

I ·went .to work full time. 

SD: What was the boy's industrial school? 

AA: It was a school for boys who haq run afoul of the 

l.aw, incorrigible boys. At.that time there was no place 

eithe~motionally disturbed boys so ·they were all put together, 

packed in··together~ It was too bad~ But it was the best. that 

could be done at the time. 

SD: What kind of educational programs were there for 

these childreN? 

AA: Well, many of them were very very behind in school. They 

had all sorts of problems of course. And our chief interest 

was in.getting theni up with their peers so that when they left· 

the sci?.ool they would be able to go into classes where they 
a ~ 

weren't r.vay behind. We had excellent programs. There wasan 

excellent industrl3l arts program there, and a full educational 

program from the lowest grade through hig~school. 
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SD: Did you and the employer recognize that special skills 

were needed to teach these children? 

AA: I don't think that the employer really realized just 

now special the skills were. But they were •• ~special 

programs.had to be arrang~d for each individual child 

and we were always preparing material7 individual 

material to fit. the needs of each individ_ual pers.on. 

SD: Was there special training for this? 

AA: Not very much at that time. I took coursfls wh~neller 

I _could., whetleev.er courses were available at the 

university. I spent summers taking courses and I 

used to go to summer school in Victoria to help in 

this kind of thing. I never did complete university 

beca~se I spent so much time specializing in special 

programs for these children1 taking special courses 

that I never got a complete university. 

SD: What we:te the relations.like between the staff who 

taught there. Did people get along well? Was there 

a sense o~ solidarity? 

AA: Yes, there was amongst the teaching staff. It was 
a part, although 

sort of a little. ·feost of the staff seemed to recognize 

that here was a place where there was some discipline 

and some limits set for these people who hadn't had any. 

And were playing out their need for some kinds of limits 

for their actions. 
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SD: In this school, as a teacher, did you have to be 

particularly patient or tolerant? 

AA: Oh yes, yes. One sertainly did. We had all kinds 

of children. All races and creeds. Children from 

very disadvantaged backgrounds and it was pretty hard 

for them to understand sometimes things that most·of 

us take for granted. Certain standards of conduct 

were unknown to them and one had tobe very patient 

and loving. It was rather hard to love some of them 

bUt tha.t was what they desperately needed. 

SD: What kind of relationship was there between the 

administration and the staff? 

AA: It was a relationship which went down fine as long as 

it was ~ administratibn to staff, but if there were 

needs coming from the staff being expressed from the 

staff and so on, it wasn't quit~ as well accepted. 

As long as there was a Qne way street things went very 

well but when the staff started speaking up it was not 

well received sometimes. 

SD: Were there ever differences in conceptions between 

administration and staff in how the students should 

be taught? 

AA: Yes, and handled. Yes. We had a very dif:fi.cult time 

when there was a real dust-up there. They brought in 

s~f6· 
1 !\ lb) 
t 'fl 

'1~ 

a whole new type of program, a permissive type of ·program., 
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which just was very dif.ficult .for the people who were 

working with the children all the time to accept. 

It was a relaxation of placing limits, so .the children 

had no recognitiOn of where certain type of behavioGr 

had to stop. And it was ~ complete antithesis 

of what had previously gone on. So it was very difficult 

for the working staff to accept. 

SD: How were the wages and hours of work? 

AA: Oh, those days. (lau~hter) The hours ; of work 

~ere long. It wasn't so bad for the teaching staff 

. r\\ .. 
but for the svervisors and other staff the hours 

were very long. As much as twelve hour days at one 

time. EspeOally was this true at the mental hospital, 

which was a J:>int B•oys• J.ndurstrial school, for whose 

employees we were all striving to better conditions. 

The working week was long. Th' used to work severa 1 

days and ttm get two or three off together and the wages 

were not good at all~ My husband recently said to me 

that his pension cheque now 1 is greater than the salary 

he received when he started to work at theprovincial 

mental hospital. Five times greater I think he said. 
I.J 

SD: How did people become interested in organizing a union? 

AA: Well. It became very apparent that unless we did organize 

we could never change things, we could never improve things. 

And at the provincial mental hospital ther~ were some people 
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WHO had been brought up in the old country and were 

accustomed to the union way of life and they were 

strongly uljging that unionization. begin. That's actually 

how it started. 

SD: Hm-l did you get involved in the organizing campa igi).? 

AA: I have never been one to sit back anq let things happen. 

And when there have been things that I felt were not 

right. :i: had to speak up strongly apout them. And· I 

was doing it then and when one has a high profile 

one gets involved~ 

SD: 1·\Tere other members of your family involved also? 

AA: Yes. My husband was interested in it so we had a very 

supportive role for one another and a·sort of common 

interest and goal, this sort of ·thing. 

SD: Did he work at Essondale? 

AA: Ves, he was a psy~hiatric nurse for many years. 

SD: Did you come from.a family that had been involved in 

trade union activities. 

AA: Not at all. Not at all. 

My people were all professional people, ministers 

an:J doctors and so on. So unionism wasn't in it at all. 

SD: D:i. d you come from a socially conscious background? 

AA: Very much so. Very concerned all of them about the 

welfare of people. Eo I suppose it was a natural thing 

to occur. 
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SD: What issues drPw the people together for an association( 

AA: Well, hours of work was certainly one of them. ·They were 

working tlbwards, one of the things that didit especially, 

wa~ a medical plan. And from that medical plan that 

evolved.from the government_employees association here 

was what used to be called GEMS and that was a goverment 

employees medical services. And it was actually formed 

by this small group here. It is ·.now evolved into B.C. 

Medical Plan. < :from all the plans that were in 

existance it was the one that was chosen that was the 

~ best. 

SD: Was the association an union or an association or a 

federation? 

AA: It .-as called a:n association. And I expect that's .what 

it was. In a way it was a federation because there were 

several associations involved. Victoria had a large group1 

New Westminster had a group, and finally others . . in smaller 

1;,.. I 

places , who were employed by the governm nt formed small 

groups. So actually, in a way, it was a federation. 

SD: Did it tty and group together people who had different 

kinds of jobs? 

AA: Yes, and that '"'as one of the diff ~cul ties. Especially 

here at the hospital. We had trades people, nurses, 

clerical staff, medical staff, all sorts of peopl~.~nd 

it made it very difficult to.negotiate on behalf of a 
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complet~ group when there were all these varying interests 

and conditions. 

SD: Was the workforce at the school mostly male or mostly 

female? 

AA: It '\¥as. mostly male. There were perhaps three or four 

women out of probably fifty people. 

SD: What work did the women do? 

AA: There was some office people, there was a nurse matron 

and there were some superviso.rs who actually were house-

keeurs. They supervised the·boys in making beds and 

cleaning dorms and did the mending and so on. And then 

there was a teacher. 

SD: You? 

AA: Yes. laughter 

SD: Were there separate jobs for women and men at the schoOl 

AA: Yes, yes. Very much so. 

SD: What were the differences in the work between. men and 

women? 

AA: The men did some supervising.of the boys in the housework 

but very ll.ttle. It was just for the heavier work perhaps 

polishing the floors, th~t type of thing~ Mostly it was 

outside work. They supervised them in athletic activities 

would take them on trips; walks and so on. We had at one 

time a very good band there and that ~as of course all 

m~le. That was the sort of thing, they never _ got 
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involved in really treating these children as children. 

There wesn' t any of the mothe-ring process of course 

because they weren't mothers. But some of the women 

staff did provide that kind of thing. 

SD: Did women have more or less responsibility_ in the 

school · or the same? 

\)~':> 
AA: I , imagine in some areas i tl ·· was the same • I would 

say that the women · who was the stenograph' ·er there 

11 . k . t\t~d .. )' .. 
actua y was a ey person ~n,a mu1l.strat~on. She was 

. ~r~t it . . . 
a very,very necessary part and very good at what she 

was doing. And the nurse?-matron_-had a :: I think probably 

thei~ responsibilities while they were different were 

just as important. 

SD: Were there differences in pay betweenmen and women? 

AA: Oh, yes. That was a·lways a thing that we were working 

to improve. our cry was _ 'equal pay for equal work' 

1"\ 
and it's always been difficult to deci de the equalness 

v'' ' 
of work. However, in the nursing staffli at the provincial 

mental hospital it wasn't too difficult to do that. And 

there the difference w~s considerable iri the wages that 

were received. In fact for a long time Essondale was a 

school of nursing, for psychi~tric nursing,and the students 

received a certain stipend and ther-e was considera,!,he 

difference in what the male students received -:- . from 

what the female students received. And that 9arried on 
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right until the time that this nursing education was 

taken over by B.C.I.T. . when people had to pay tuition 

to attend it. 

SD: so·the female nurses had the same kind of courses and 

costs? 

AA: Yes. Exactly. Just exactly but didn't receive nearly 

as much. 

SD: Was this issue of equal pay for qual work one of the 

things that really concerned you? 

AA: Yes, yes. Very much so. It was not just the fact that 

women were not being paid as much it was the fact that 

anyone could be doing the same kind of work and not be 

receiuing the same pay for it. It seems to me a very 

unjust thing that two people can be doing the same job 

and not be receiving.the same pay for it. 

SD: Was equal pay for equal work a goal of the entire 

association? 

AA: It finally became. so after a few of us kept at it, 

persevered. 

SD: How did you fight for it to be an issue inside the 

Association·? 

s 
AA: Well I was fortunate because I was expressive and oubpoken 

and totally dedicated to this idea. And I became a member 

of the provincial executive where I ·had a voice that 

reached every association in the federation, if you will. 

I also was President of this local which at that 
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time had twelve hundred members and I was President 

. ,... . 
for two·two year terms and I was listened to, which 

was helpful in getting this cause forwarded. 

SD: Were theee other women who worked around 'the issue? 

AA: Oh yes, yes. There were several that rallied to the 

cause. There· especially in the nursing 

staffs where it was such an obvious injustice. Yes, 

they did work hard. 

SD: Did most people in the union support this concept? 

AA: No, some of the men felt that there were ••• that.the jobs 

weren't equal, that they were doing more. That very 

often if things were really violent the men got called 

on sometimes to assist, but it worked the other way too. 

They didn't realize that sometimes women were called upon 

to assist. It took awhile to convince some of those people 

and I'm not sure that some of them were ever convinced. 

SD: Was this an issue you negotiated with Victoria? 

AA: Yes. But it always came back to this issue of proving 

equalness of work and it was very difficult to do?pntil 

finally we got job specifications and job descriptions and 

at that point things began to become. very apparent. 

SD: When you were motivating the need for equai pay for equal 
try 

work what kind of things would you say to people to/convince· 

lJ them of·this issue? 

AA: Are you speaking of the people we were negotiating with? 

or the other employees? 
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SD: Other employees. 

AS: Oh, well. It wasn't very hard if you were a woma'n who 

was receiving less money to be convinced something should 

be done about it.And it was only by speaking out and 

organizing and increasing our number of members, active 

membersr that something could be done · to change it. 

That I think was the first thing. Making people realize 

that change was possible. People accepted things as they· 

were at that time. It had always been that way, it 

probabiy always \vould. So that I guess was probably 

the most difficult thing, making people realize that 

surely we could change things. It wasn't beyond the 

realm of possibility at all. That got people interested. 

SD: Did you ever have to counter the argument that women 

had other income because they were married or that their 

primary role was to be married? · 

AA: Yes. I encountered that many times. For the last ten· 

years of my working life .I worked for the Department of 

Manpower and Immigration in which I was dealing with 

employers, dealing.with people looking for work, and 

I don't know how often women would come in looking for 

\vork and ·would tell me that if people 5uch as I were 

not working that \1>1ould leave a job for her husband to 

do. My argument, the way I countered it was to say 

well, the job was there for her hUsband all he had to do 



ANNA ARTHUR 3606-1 thirteen 

was qua~ify for it. and pass the necessary examinations 

.for the civil 53rvice and so,onJ which often just left 

the person hanging high and dry. 

SD: Were there other inequalities in pay within the provincial 

government like between different national groups and 

e·thnic groups? 

AA: I don't recall that_ever arising. No. One thing that 

does strike me about inequities is that even now for 

people who work in federal government.~ ._when I worked 

for the federal government; the job was paid, .they had 

reached t':lat point· in the· federal goverrnent. The job 

was paid. Now, a man and a woman working at the same job; 

receiving the same salary, should receive the same pensl6n~ 

And _likely <io ,until one of the spouses dies. The man can 

remarry without losing his pension. But the woman can't. 

Now, she worked in exactly the same way for it as the man 

and that is still in effect. 

SD: You had children while you were working~, How many? 

AA: Yes. Two daughters. 
can you talk 

SD: ~ a bit about the different kinds of child 

care arrangements you had to make while you were working? 

. lfur a time, · . 
Yes. A ~s I told you,. we shared a house. with my mother and AA: 

she cared for my daughter, the younger daughter, during 

that period of the day when I was away. Later on we 
· · t girl to come in 

moved from her horne and I had to ge a 
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and look after the younger one. I was fortunate in my 

work that when they started school their hours 

were much the same as my hour~. We had the same days off 

together, weekends. We all had school hours. So it all 

worked out very well. 

SD: Did your husband work shift work as 'well? 

AA: Yes, he did. So we could share the time if something 

happened that I couldn't get home right after school 

and he was off on the afternoon, well it worked out that 

he would be around to look after th~ children. It worked 

out very well. We were most fortunate. Th~ time when I 

think it is most difficult for working mothers is when a 

child is ill. And then there ·is a conflict of loyalties. 

Your loyal to your child and your loyal to your employer 

and its very difficult for a working mother to make arrange

ments to care adequately for her child. 

SD: · Hm¥ did you arrange to do your housework? Did you do it alone 

or did you have help. 

AA: No, I've always done it alone. I've got good equipment .• 

I've suffered from exhaustion from time to time and the 

doctor would tell me that I was doing far too much and then 

so rather than try to get help living here1 I got good 

equipment. And sometimes our house wasn't spanking., 

sparkling clean but it was clean enough to be healthy and 

dirty enough to be happy. ~aughter~ 
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SD: Did you kids help with housework at all? 

AA: Yes. they were very good about l.t. They used to ••• 

when they got horne from school.·prepare vegetables 

for dinner.and there·was the usual hassle about keeping 

their rooms tidy but they eventually did it. 

SD: Were there any other issues that particularly affected 

't'170rnen. in the contract •. such as rnaterni ty leave? 

AA: Yes, that was an issue that was very very difficult to 

get. It took years and years and by the time they really 

had it I think I'd left the provincial government employ. 

They did have it in the federal scheme finally, while I 

was working for th~ federal government. They did acquire 

it there. 

. . 
SD: Did you see any changes in the attitude• towards women 

having a right to work during the 1930's and 40's. 

AA: Well. of course. During the 1930's it was the depths 

SD: 

of the Depression and they did feel that the men in the 

family ought to be working. The head of the family 

should be '"orking. Gradually through the 19 ••• I .think 

it was probably the war that got women working because 

they formed the workforce, actually, and after the war 

. goi~g to .· 
was over they were not after that period~give that so~t 

t \ 

of life up easily. as a rule. From then on the movement 

towards women .in the workforce grewand grew. 

0· Did the consitions during the &:!end ·World War help the 

process of orgamizing? 
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.sa: The Fact. that there wa.s a large number of· jobs •••. 

AA: ••• a large workforce ••• yes~ I sbppose it did. It likely 

did • It was ~t that time of course that we were or-

ganizing. Yes, I would say that there was a strong 

mov~ment at the latter part of the war. Yes, it 

grew through. there, that's true. 
SIDE 2: 

SD: Did the organization of primary industry, for example, the 

forests, and shipyards have an effect on people working 

in government services? 

AA: ~ell, yes it reflected. As it grew we felt that we 

weren't fighting a lonely battle and it gave us strength 

and courage. 

SD: Did people come in from the war industries to take 

jobs in government? 

AA: Yes. Many after ••• not during the war ••• but after the 

war. That was true. And of course many of the people 

who had been serving in the services came back to their 

jobs. That was ohe thing about the provincial government. 

It had saved the jobs for those people who wanted to return 

to them. 

SD: What was the attitude of the community you lived in towards 

unions? Were they friendly, or? 

AA: Well, I think it was a sort of take it or leave it thing. 

They didn't ••• it really didn't matter too t:nuch to them. 

Down the road from us was Fraser Mills which v1as the. largest 
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mill in the British empire at that time and they were 

kind_of.stirring around with it but it took them years 

and years. arid years to develop.a pension plan for their 

workers and I think we're far-ahead of it here, in the 

provincial service. 

SD: Did your involvement wi~h the union or 

with the association affect your work? 

e. 
AA: Oh, yes, yes. I was in a hot water a great deal of the 

time. Yes, I was having to speak out on issues that 

weren't accepted well by administration, by the employer 

and it became so bad that finaliy when the school moved 

Brannon? 
to Vancouver Island, it went over to Brandon Lake that 

they picked up and moved and I never did receive a 
I 

termination notice and,. \.;ras just -left heree~nd it was 

just because of that~ I had stirred around so much 

that I was just going to be taught a lesson. 

SD~ Was one of the issues the involvement of the staff in 

decision making? 

AA: Yes., very much so, very much so. As I said earlier· 

as long as it \vas all coming from administration to 

staff everything ~as fine~but when the staff wanted to 

have a say in it it wasn't taken well at all. 

SD: Is that a general problem or is~ue that carne up in 

organi2ing the provincial government workers, the question 

of people who work in service' areas wanting to have some 

. to t~e public 
control or say over how those services are administered? 
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AA: Yes. I would think that was an issue. That the 

people who are meeting .the public all the time feel 

that they know best what is affecting the public and 

. (!: 
this isn't shared by administration, by management; 

j:hey feel that they know best having had unnumerable 

courses on the subject ·(laughter) a oo so on. 

SD: Can you remember other instances that came up that. 

reflected some of that tens{on? Other than the ~chool? 

AA: Well, of course the hospital was having it too, very 

much so. · They.were fighting their battles there con-

tinually. and staff was suffering retribution as I did 

for speaking out on issues. And at some points we had 

to actually refust3 to do some. of the things we were 

asked to because they just overstepped the bonds of 

reason. So that ere a ted trouble . . 

SD: Can you give examples of that? 

AA: W=ll, can I give an example? No, I can't at the moment. 

SD: Were there other issues such as 'holidays which came up? 

AA: Oh, yes, yes. One of the difficulties was especially 
at the 

the nursing ·staffs hospital was trying to get some sort 

of rostering ahe~d $o they would know when their holidays 

. 0 were. com1ng . . \ ~eople didn't know from the first 

of one month through that month when they were going to 

have days off, and. so on. 9nd that was straightened out 

I think, very well, probably by some intelligent charge· 
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nurses who took charge of the situation. 

in 
SD: Were you yourself active organizing? 

nineteen 

AA: Oh yes. We were always having membership drives and 

stirring up interest in the Association and talking it 

up continually. I imagine it got pretty tiresome t~lking 

about the Government Employees Association: \.</e sort of 

lived, ate and breathec that. '(Laughter.) 

SD: Did people come to you individually? 

AA: Yes, yes, they would. People would come with grievance~, 
And 

would come and talk to us about grievances. This was 

something we developed in the Essondale, branch as 

we called it here, was an excellent grievance procedure 

adopted 
which became by the entire bssociation. 

SD: Did the school administration allow you to meet on the 

grounds of the school to organize? 

AA: We were not supposed to do that, we weren't supposed to 

do it. However, we were f.:in ally ~ able to use classrooms 

for meetings but they weren~ very happy about it. But this 

was one of the things we demanded. And this grievance 

committee,members who were chosen by the different groups, 

r'l 
the differen t component groups in the Essondale Association 

\.....; . 

fo.rmed a committee which acted as a grievance commit tee. 

And that was excellent because it represented each of the 

different factions in the ~ssociation. It worked out very well. 
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SD:That:meant you could pull out the grievances and present 

them as a whole? 

AA: Yes. Yes. 

SD: How many people were in the Association in the early 40's 

when you were organizing? 

AA: Well we started from about six people, in fact that 

six was the six that started the Nedical Services and 

they also started a credit union with the money they 

had in their pocket that i.night. It's an enormous 
as 

credit union now. And it grew from that until, I said 

the time I was President there were twelve hundred 

members. So we had done a lot of organizing. 

SD ~ f th . ~ . 1 . ? : nere you one o · e or9 :1na s1x. 

AA: No. I carne in ••• My husband was one of the original 

oneB, but I came in a little later. 

SD: Were there other government worker's organizations at 

all at that time? 

AA: Not at Essondale. There probably were elsewhere. 

But we certainly didn't have them here. One of the tools 

in our organization, organizing was a very excellent little 

association news, which was brought out monthly by a very 

d~dicat•d handful of people and that really got around. It 

was hand delivered to wards and different parts 

of the operation, and to the school, the pmverhouse 
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amd the ~orkshops and so on. It was a tool that went 

I • 

along with our organizating and it .was a very valuable 

tool. 

SD: What kind of material would it have in it? 

AA: Articles taken from.other union newspapers, articles 

written about concerns which were really our own. 

Poetry that reflected our needs and hopesi just a very 

well put together little newspaper. 

SD: What kind of skills were necessary to be an organizer? 

AA: WeLl, I suppose an ability to talk. to people is one 

of them. An ability to get an overview of .a situation 

without becoming too emotionally involved with some little 

detail of it. You have to keep your head. You cannot 

lose your sense of proportion when youte organizing and 

when youtenegotiating. You .need not become an emotionaL 

mess about the thing. I think that's a very important. 

An empathy with people, I think, is very important. You 

have to sort of understand their problems, put yourself· 

in their :shoes without getting too upset about the whole. 

thing .. ,and still having a zeal for the situation. And I 

think you have to be pretty physically in good condition 

b~cause its a very trying thing. 

SD: Did you need to study a lot to learn about 

union contracts? 

AA: Oh yes, yes. I took som.e courses, night school courses~ 
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~ top of every~hing elee I was doing. I have always 

couldn~:t 
felt I ~o a job unless I knew what I was doing. 

You have to have·a really good knowledge befere you can 

explain it to other people~ And this I did. I went and 

took courses on job planning, job descriptions and 

specifications and personnel planning.and this sort of 

thing~so that I would know what I was doing. 

SD: Did you have to be able to withstand criticism? 

AA: Ye~. This is the place where I fall.down a bit. I'm 

a pretty sensitive person and am easily hurt and so I 

felt some of the barbs, feltthem deaply~ However one 

has to sort of forget about being an individual and 

realize you're working for a. cause. 

SD: Did you ever act as a paid organizer? 
any 

'AA: No. I never received money for it. 

SD: How didrpeople··.,paact to the organizing drive? What kind 

of ••• 

AA: oh, never as well as we hoped. Sometimes there were would 

be some very caustic comments about, you know, where do we 

ever expect to get and we're e-knocking our heads against 

·stone wall and only stupid people would do such a·thing and 

so on. But on the other hand it must have been pretty 

worthwhile because we grew to a very sizeable organi2ation. 

SD: Were people afraid? 

h .·~ · f al.'d They did not know what their AA: Yes, I t l.n~ very a r • 
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employer might do to them. I am sure they fea.red for 

J their jobs. And this is something that an organizer who 

is working for an employer has to live with too. As I 

found out. 

SD: Was there sort of an attitude that it would be better just 

.to leave things as it was? 

AA: Yes. Why stir it up. It's not .too bad. We're getting by. 

SD: Did you have a check win a check-off system? 

AA: It took us awhile. At first we didn't have it, we finally 

won it and then 'we had it r .for a .few years and something 

~e did, perhaps ~t was a strike, which we eventually did; 

it got to the point were we had courage enough to strike. 

We lost it. They took it away from us. We had h>een bad. 

So we lost it. And it was ••• there was a job of organizing 

because we had to organize ••• we lost it be~ause jt was 

felt that we'd lose our membership .and therefore the 

a~sociation would be dead. They'd no longer be a force. 

And realizing that we '-'-.-.i~_.:i!. 0 t knew.we could not allow 

this to happen. So, here we organized again and we had 

our members ~ho volunteered to collect the dues and keep 

our membership alive_ .. And we weathered that storm and 

finally got the check~off back again. But ~t was a 

t~emendous job because all that had to be recorded, all 

) 

0 those dues that were collected had to be funnelled into 

one central pl~ce. And it happened right here in this 

house and the recording of it was a tremen~ous job. 
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Keeping track of who'd paid their dUes and who hadn't. 

And so on. 

SD: W?s one of the issues .that that related to, the whole 

question of ch.eck-off, was government recognition of 

the association. • ··-~ ~' 1 ' ' 

AA: Yes, yes. And, it recognized us and were trying to 

finish us at that point. 

SD: What kind of steps did you go through to get government 

recognition and did they go through in terms of how 

they saw the association. 

AA: Well, it was very difficult to acquire because it was 

actually a first. I think, never had government servants, 

h bl . b " ....... d t e pu 1c servants . ee !n organ 1ze • The government ah.!ays 

felt they shouldn't do that~ you could not have public 

servants who were serving the public be organized and to 

a point where they could go on strike. And take lthe services 

from the public at their will. So, theJ' were very reluctant 

to give us that kind of thing. However, Saskatchewan got 

it. They were the first province to win it. And after 

that, once you've got a precedent its much easier to acquire 

and after it had worked for awhile in Saskatchewan we were 

able to bring our government around. And, of course, there 

are changes in government too which gives a whole different 

viewpoint and made it easier for us. 

SD: What positions did you hold in the 0Nion? 
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AA: I guess I was a little bit of everything at some time 

or another. I was secretary for quite a while, seemed 

to end up being Secretary in many things. I was president 

for two terms. That was something. First woman _president 
a 

that had ever been~ and it was/sort of feather for the 

cause, for the woman's caus~ When I had a second term. 

I was.of course, organizer and I was a rep~esentative, 

a delegate to the _frovincial which was the central body 

of the Government Employee's Association for several 

years. I'm not sure how often I was Essondale branch's 

delegate to that, to the annual convention and the 

monthly meeting. 

SD: Were there other women on the executive? 

AA: Yes, there were. There '1->~ere from other branches. 

I 

There was Madelaine Johnson, Joan Gower ·, a couple of 

others, yes. 

SD: What kind of issues and questions would be central to 

negotiation? 

AA: Well, o.f course~ this equal pay for equal work was very 

very central. Hours of work, holidays, sick leave~ and 

the medical services, which took a long time_to ~et help 

Q._} 

from the government on that, from d:lur employer on that; 
A 
And this is a pretty essential thing, the employer should 

be contributing. It took us a long time to get that. 

However, -it came around it. 
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SD: Did you ever have problems ·with general working conditions, 

for . . . 
like housing for exampl~ student nurses b~? 

AA: No. That was well suppl,ied~ Th~y did have very good 

quarters. 

SD: And was there a point when the government gave the 

BCGEA formal recognition? 

AA: Yes, yes. 

SD: And'"Wnen ~r~as that? 

AA:. I can't .recall. Very poor at time. passed. 

SD: Was patronage a problem among provincial government 

workers and an issue that the union faced? 

AA: Yes, yes. Terrible through some governments and then 

by, that was an issue that we founght. That was a very 

strong issue that we fought. And really got rid of it, 

almost as much as you can I expect. It wasntt apparent 

at all because people '"'ere getting jobs on· qualifications 

and/or experience ~nd so on. H;owever, · I think it's 

creeping back. 

SD: Did you deal with that inpart by trying to eliminate 

appointed po~itions? 

AA: Yes. and postings. We fought for posting of all positions;. 

Tha.t was an issue which we fought stro!lgily for. Put a 

great deal of interest into that. And it's still true. 
they're 

The _'Jbsi tions are posted. But often · · V posted with 

someone in min~ and we learned that that eventually happened. 
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SD: Did other labour 6rganizations and unions assist you in 

your organizing campaign? 

AA: Yes, for awhile we were, and maybe again, members of the 

Federation of Labour and they gav~ us a lot of encouragement 

and advice and supported us in strike action and so on. 

SD: Would you have student speakers come from the unions? 

.AA: Yes~ ~~s. We did. 

SD: Did the BCGEA affiliate to the .B. c. Federation of Labour? 

AA: Yes, I think so. 'J:'hey were affiliated with CCL for some 

~ime and I'm sure, yes, the B.c. Federation. 

SD: Was.there a debate inside the Association about ••• 

AA: Yes, yes. There was,. there were strong feelings on 

both sides, concerning that affiliation. Some people ••• 

I think the feeling was that there was some pretty radical 

people in the B.c. Federation and the CCL and that 

government 1 employees. should' nt be that radical. There 

was a strong.feeling about that ••• that they· should not be 

quite so definite in·their demands and take such strong 

action, after all they are public s~rvants and $hould have 

that civility about us. 

SD: Was that in part because people felt they were representing 

the government in their work? 

AA: Yes. 

SD: There was this strong identification? 

AA: Yes, yes. 
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• 
) SD: Was that a general prCbi .. em in organizing? 

AA: Yes~ .That was there very strongly. I don't know 

whether a certain type of person becomes a civil servant 

er whether its just our tr~ditional view of what civil 

servants should be~ , 

SD: Was there a strong shop steward system in the union, in 

the association? 

AA:. Well, not exactly at that time. Not to begin with. It 

wasn't cal:ted shop steward. 'They were representatives of 

these various groups~ Actually I suppose they were shop 

stewards but we didn't call them that. They were 

""". representatives, oh, the plumbev had a representative 

and the electricians and the nursing. staff and so on. 

Oh, actually I ~uppose in a way they were shop stewards 

but they did finallyyel!o!oe into a shop steward system. 

SD: What was the relationship.between the stop·steward and 

the grievance committee? 

AA: Well they were the grievance committee at that time. 

Later on of course they weren't. and th~ shop steward 

would bring the grievance to the grievance committee. 

so~ the relationship I think was always good. It was 

always very straight fort-lard interplay of grievance, 

you knm.,. 

SD:· During the .?.=cond W,)rld War 1 was there a lot of sentiment 

and patriotism amongst government workers? 



ANNJ:\ ARTHUR' 3606-1 29 

AA: Oh, yes, very much so. Yes, we were keeping the home 

fires burning (laughter) very much so. 

SD: What kind of work did people do to support the \var effort? 
a c... 

AA: Oh, well. At this ••• out here we had Red Cross ~hapter? 

and hard at it, socks and clothing and seaman's helmets, the 

knitted helmetk and sweaters and all that kind of thing 

We 
and ~ we 1.1ere ••• rolling dressings and so on. h.:ad a really 

good effort going here that wai~ I don't know what else 

went on as an organized thing but everybody into it in 

some way or another. 
]TAPE II. Side 1: 

SD: Did the war meq.n that women stepped into certain kinds 

of jobs in the Government Association or the government 

service that they would not have ordinarily? 

AA: No, I don't think it had that effect on this part of it. 

Here, the roles were still pretty definite. 

SD: Were people concerned about layoffs at the end of the \var? 

when the men returned? 

AA: Yes, I think they were because those, many of those jobs, 

were being held for people who'd left them but the 

Institution had grown and it grew after the \var. There 

were many people who needed mental hospitals after that 

so staff enlarged and I don't think there were people 

who suffered from layoffs at that time. 

SD: Did people r'eJ:urn " back on a seniority basis or were 
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they •••. 

AA: Yes. They came back and their time in the service was 

counted which was very helpful to them when it came 

pension time because all that; WaScounted into their 

service. That was something else that the Association 

had insisted upon. 

SD: Were many of the women you '\.vorked with wives of men 

who were overseas? 

AA: Not, ones I worked with. There were some in the 

hospital but I wasn't close to them. 

SD: Were there any political organizations that were active 

in the BCGEA, the CCF for instance? 

AA: No because that was the thing. That was the one thing 

that always made us feel like second class citizens as 

we expressed it, and ~till do~ the fact that we could 

not in any way get involved in anything that smacked at 

all of politics. To the point where one could not even 

stand for Schocl Board, or Council in one's own district. 

You could lose your job and people did for that kind of 

thing. I \' And there was noth 1ng we could do about it. 

a 
It was sort ofAcondition of employment that had to be 

accepted at that time. Since then of course, it's not 

nearly as rigid in that respect. 

SD: Were there probi·~ms for the Association when it affiliated 

with the B.c. Federation of Labour because of the B.c. 
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AA: 
Federation of Labour's support of various p6litical 

groups? 

AA: Yes, I think that was one of the reasons we had to 

leave it for a time because that was such a strong 

thing. And I don't know whether it is currently 

associated with the Federation. 

SD: ~vere there many active women· in the Association? 

AA: There were auite a few. And the interesting thing 

about it was, is that the women that were in the 

Association were active and I can't say the same 

for the men. Many of them were just members. But 

the women that were in it were right in it. They 

\.,rere working hard. They were very good members. 

SD: What kind of things would they do? 

AA: Well, they were always taDking to the people they 

worked with and I suppose you'd call that organizing. 

They were really putting forward the benefits of the 

Association. They would undertake to collect dues 

when we needed that kind of thing. They would take 

people to meetings, they would round up a group and 

get them there. Just generally very active people. 

SD: Do you remember some of the ~names of the people who 

worked particularly hard? 

AA: Well I think of Bessie Doik, she worked very hard 

for the Association and Ann Romeo. There were two 
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what was 
sisters Ruth Hawkins and her sister's hame7 .. Hawkins 

anyway.· Kay Murray.used to work very hard for us. 

Margaret Mackie •. There were more but the names escape 

me at the moment. 

/· 
SD: Did the grievance commffittee face the potentiafqy losing 

of 
their own jobs becauseYtheir support of other \'10rkers? 

AA :. They were in pretty precarious positions sometimes. 

There. were several people who got on very shaky ground 

and still maintained their 
• • 5 

.pos1.t1onl. 

SD: Were you on the grievance committee? 

AA: Yes I was. 

SD: Do you remember some of the rgrievances that were 

maybe typical of problems people.had? 

AA: Oh, mind you there could be a lot of very petty grievances 

v1hich are petty on both sides. No. Couldn't give you an . 

instance at this time, but we had many, very many of them. 

SD: Wou].d there ever be problems with there being inadequate 

staffing? 

AA: Yes, yes •. That '"'as certainly true. And with inadequate 

,r)k 
Sl. C 

.....; 
leave. When people were off sick, th,ey were losing 

time, losing pay if they were off. That was difficult. 

That's.why we worked so hard for a good sick leave system. 

SD: Were.there problems with long days? 

AA: Yes, yes. .Those awful days. Well there \>/ere twelve hours 

days at one time and then they got them down to nine hours 

and then when we finally·got an eight hour day an:d a forty 
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hour week that was really wonderful. Although of course 

in nursing staff, its forty hour week often wasn't a 

straight five days naturally because they had to cover 

wards and so on. But it worked out for thell\>~nd if they 

accumulated time they got what was called 'hot time' which 

was accumulated overtime ,so they took that, they were 

able to get that off. 

,·? 

SD: Did women have specific grievances within the hospitalsJ 

for example, did they suffer more in terms of hours of 

work or ••• ? 

AA: No I think that was pretty general. The hours worked 

~ did apply to everyone. 

SD: ~vas there any recognition of women needing to have to 

be responsible for their families outside of work by 

the administration? 

AA: No, that was something they :had to look after. If they 

were going to work that was their· problem. 

SD: Were there specific groups of women who were active in 

terms of their age, their marital status, and so on? 

AA: Well, I guess we had all age groups there. It was very 

difficult getting young people organized into the 

Association because they hadn't had any experience with 

that sort of thing. Students couldn't see the ne ,fO of 

it. We felt that they needed us. They were on~es that .__,. 

were suffering from discrimination especially h 
I in t e 
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wage bit and, but, I think this is true ••• I've found 

that in young clerical staff they can't see the need 

of being organized. Perhaps_ because they look at it 

as just an :interim sort of thing and their not going 

to; •• are career minded, perhaps ••• I don't know. I've 

found everywhere it's very difficult to organize young 

peopl~. 

SD: So would the people who were really active be maybe 

women in their late twenties and were single women ••• 

AA: Yes, in the thirties and so on, yes. 

SD: Did marital status affect it? 

AA: I think probably it did. I think married women weren't 

so anxious to get involved in it. They thought that if 

anybody should be involved in it it should be the husband. 

SD: Why was that? 

AA: Cih, I suppose that was a traditional feeling, attitude, 

at that time. Which has changed a great deal of course. 

But at that time, there were pretty traditional attitudes. 
of 

This is one /the difficulties in organizing, changing those 

attitudes, traditional things. 

SD: Did single women tend to see the job in a more long term 

kind of way and therefore feel that they had ••• 

AALP I .think the older single women did, who'd beeri working 

for awhile and saw it as an ongoing thing. 

SD: Did ·the union make :any attempt to try and draw women in 

to activites? 



. ) 
~· 

. ) 
~ 

ANNA ARTHUR 3696-2 35 

AA: Oh yes, we \olere organizing them all the time. Yes. 

Felt it, well I certainly felt;~'they' re all people and 

they all ought to be in it together-." 

sn:· Were there women who were leaders in the Association? 

· AA: Well, they took office and contributed very much to it. 

a part 
Yes, I'd say they were strong •.• well, in the overall 

Association I would say one of the strongest of them 

all was Joan Gower- of cou~se who ~as a superb pa~liamentarian 

L{;l 
and just very active,intelligent person. 

;\ . 

SD: What other women were on the central leadership? 

AA: Well,-Madelaine Johnson, oh my goodness, we had two or 

three others whose names escape me. 

SD: Claire Scott, is that ••• ? 

AA: Oh, Claire Scott~ that's right. She was there. Right. 

SD: Did the responsibilities of women outside the workplace 

tene to affect their activities as unionists, that i~, 

their responsibility for family ••• 

~A: Yes, many people didn't feel they had the time to give to 

it. This is something we've always ••• I've noticed ah.,ays~·· 

not with just women, but•if one attempts to hold a meeting 

just after wo~k the chance of keeping them is very poor. 

People set up patterns, they're going to get that 4:30 bus 

and ••• because they always do, and the meeting isn't going 

to hold them. Unless there's some issue that's really 

threatening them~ then they will stay and work. This 
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is something one learns, that the time to have union 

meetings is in lunch hours: if y6u're all having the 

same lunch hour. But in somany places th~ 're staggering 

lunch hours and you just can't get a group together. 

That's one of the difficulties. 

SD: Was the issue of family support very important for women 

in terms of their activities;? 

AA: Oh, yes, yes. One can't buck one's employer and one's 

spouse at the same time,. :n r t' s just too much to ask. 

SD: Were there any other specifically ~..,omen • s is$ues, for 

example, uniforms, that came up? 

\.,) AA: Yes, yes. That was something. The matter of a uniform 

allowance or the supply of. the uniform. EssondaCe 

supplied the male nursing staff ,.,ith a uniformed suit 

which was a beautiful grey serge suit once a ye~r and the 

women had white nurses uniforms and they received laundry 

privilege~ for those. So seeing that that was maintained, 

that kind of allowace was quite a thing •. ·However 

lat~er it lost that by a very astute move of the government, 

who decided that for the sake of mental patients, it probably 

would be better if they saw nursing staff in regular street 

clothes, they wouldn•t differentiate so. Whereupon they 

lost that without having the good sense to hold out for 

money to replace it. 
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SD: Did the issues that faced women become general contract 

demands that retained priority in negotiations, such as 

equal pay? 
and years, 

AA: Yes, that was an ongoing thing for year~ 

SD: And did the men generally have a good attitude towards 

women's needs and women's activity in the union? 

AA: I thirik it was pretty well accepted here and in part , 

and I don't mean to sound conceited, but I think it was 

because of the sort of behaviour and achievement that the 

women who were in it early gave to. it. I think we 

made it for women in the association and in the movement 

at that time and we could have lost it if we'd been 

strident and emotional and irrational. 

SD: Why was it an association and not a tra~e union? 
people 

AA: I think perhaps~because were afraid of unions, they 

weren't ready for that at that time, and we could move, 

start by calling it an association and easing people into 

the union movement that way. I think too, probably, 

because our employer would not have ac<:ep_ted, a union and 

an association \vould be more readily accepted. 

SD: Wqat kind of communication system was there with the 

employer? Did you go into formal negotiations with th~ir 

Councils or? 

AA: It was a representation by people who would go to Victoria 
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and talk with the Provincial Secretary who was actually 

the go-between1 between the government and ourselves. 

we had to deal with the Provincial Secretary whose 

department this was at that time. The Boy•s Industrial 

School deparmment was the Attorney General. So that made 

it a little difficult because you had to deal with two 

different people depending upon whom you were representing. 

It was done, face to face. 

SD: Did people have to be very careful with the government 

in negotiations? 

AA: Oh my goodness, yes. You wore your gloves. (laughter) 

Very, very careful. They were very touchy and very 

easily spooked. 

SD: Were there differences inside the Association between 

people who were committed to it being union and people 

h ' Ad ' b ' . ' ? w o were comm~tte to 1 t . e~ng an assoc~at~on. . v 

AA: Yes. Oh, there v-1ere some who were pretty ardent. I 

think it was a kind of mix that kept us to the middle bf 

the road. 
during . 

Where we·needed to be j\ that per~od. 

SD: Did you run into any evidence of discrimination by the 

government against women in terms of promotion and ••• 

AA: Oh, yes , yes. And I think that still goes on. There are 

some very competent people who can•t rise above a certain 

level and its a very, oh, I suppose it•s a traditional view-

point• And there are some traditional viewpoints, such as 

if a man is forceful a women is bitchy. You know, that sort 
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of thing. And that goes on. 

SD: Right. Did women want responsibility in terms of the 

kinds of jobs they were interested in or union responsibility? 

AA: Some women did. And they were quite capi;!ble of.doing it. 

SD: 

But on the whole, that's what holds wome~ back. They reach 

a point and they are afraid to take the next big step. They 

seem to think that they can't cope beyond a certain point 

and I don't think they ever give themselves the chance to 

find out. They need a lit~le more self~confid~nce~ I'm 

glad to see that women are doing that more and more now. 

I think of the .news media, and TV ana· how many women there 

are in that now and I think· that's just great •. F.or years 
a 

that was a man's milieu and .they're doing/very good job. 

Was the workforce in the government employment predominantly 

female and were there specific areas such .as government 

service in Victoria that were predominantly female? 

AA: Oh yes, yes. T~emendous cleric~l staff in Victoria and 

that was~ •• many very young and that was a difficult area to 

organize there because they just weren't interested. They 

were interested in making a little money an.d they didn't 

as 
see it jlong term jobs • That was very difficult. And as 

I'Ve just si~d earlier# otir young nurses here, it was 

) difficult to organize them. 

\.../ 
SD: Were there differences. in militancy between the women and 

the men? 



\ J ....__/ 

) 
0 

ANNA- ARTHUR 3606-2 40 

AA: Well I don't know whether you could say it was between 

women and men. There was a difference in militancy 

... til between people, 1nd1v1<3yuals; but I don't think 

it fell.into any male/female difference. 

SD: Were there ever tensions, for example at Essondale, 

between male and female nurses orworkers? 

AA: Yes, but I don't think it ever amounted to too much. 

SD: was that based on the number of staff per ward or? 

·AA: The female wards had far more nurses on them and I 

think the male staff rather thought that wasn't fair. 

However, Ii th~nk perhaps when the male staff got 

nursing on female wards, , which they have in later 

years,they found out that it takes more staff to deal 

disturbed 
with . female patients thaD. it did with male. 

SD: You had mentioned that there we·r·e violent incidents at 

the school. nid people receive special compensation or 

p~y for the kind of risk they were taking? 

AA: That was a pretty good area there. And I don't _ 

know haw much the. association had had to do with that 

or whether this came from the goveritlent . directly. We 

paid compensation there and were compensable when •i!e 

~~~ere hurt but what the govern merit did, what the employer 

did, '"as to pay us our full wages so that we received 

Jl 
,.,ould compensation. more than we on The compensation 

was paid to the government., but we· were paid our full wages 
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so we really profited ,from that arrangement, and that 

was a good arrangement and they should be given due 

credit. for that,. 

SD: Were people afraid because of the potential viotence 

who worked there? 

AA: ~specially at'Essondale, that was a v~ry 

true thing where they were working with patients \vho 

became violent. It. was a condition of employment, you 

knevo~ you were going to work in a place like that and you 

tindertook if. People did get hurt and it's very difficult 

to handle very vi'c:>lent patients and not get hurt. Especially 

when you're trying not to hurt them. 

SD: Right. W.ere there regular meetings of the local 

AA: Yes, yes. There was a month~y meeting of the whole local 

and there was also a monthly meeting of the grievance 

committee: and more of the grievance committee .if 

something arose that had to be dealt with immdiately. 

'And the exec1.:1tive had a meeting also, yes. 

SD: was there a real spirit of wanting to build the association 

within it? 

AA: Yes, yes, there was. As I said, it started from a small 

group who just kept expanding until it reached the numbers, 

over a thousand members. 

SD: Were there any job actions while you were there? 

AA: I suppose it was an ongoing thing. I wasn't there during 
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the strike. That took place in later years. But we 

certainly had tough negotiation~ and I guess you could 

call those job actions. (laughter) 

SD: You mentioned that you went to the federal government· 

later on ••• 

AA: Yes, I did. 

SD: What \'laS that experience like? 

AA: Well, ·I was amazed to find wheri I got up there that their 

association was way behind what I'd ieft in the provincial 

government. I'd been away from the provincial government 

for some years, seven years, and things had gone on there. 

But even v.,1hen I left the provincial govermment in 1955 

we were way ahead of what had been gained in the way of 

negotiation and o.rganization than were the federal government 

people. So we got busy ••• (laughter) ••• and now the federal 

government has an excellent organization, the PSAC~ the 

Public Servants Associatiop. of Ci=l.nada. But it was pretty 

dead when I got into the New Westminster branch and we had 

to stir it up a bit. 

SD: What job did you take with PSAC? Were you an organizer, 

executive person or? 

AA: Well, started in doing a bit of organizing and I ended up 

being President of that local and I was .on the regional 

body. 

SD: Were there similqr issues in PSAC as with BCGED? 
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AA: Yes, well we were going through the same things again. 

And, I t,hought, ·here we go again. 

SD: What were those? 

AA: Oh, working conditions. Some physical working conditions 

seemed to be involved because we were being stuck in 

buildings that needed air conditioning and didn't have 

them, and noisy~ places to. work. We ~..,ere doing int.ervie't~ing 

••• for those people who were doing interviewing of people, 

there was no privacy whatever, which made it very difficult 

not only for.the employee but for the person who was coming 

ih. This was oneof the things we talked about earlier 

where the people who deal with the public know best r.'lhat 

the· public needs... Hours of work, there rt~ere, those things 

laid upon us and sometimes they ~~eren • t the. pest hours of 

work to get the maximum good out of what we were doing. 

Wag.es were very. poor when I went in ther.e. ·Sick leave, it 

wasn't very good at that time7 it's improved tremendously. 

Holidays, they were getting a minimum of yearly holidays. 

All those old issues. · 

SD: And was it again a question of trying to get tt~omen involved? 

AA: Yes, yes. Very much so. It was difficult to do it there. 
-I! I 

The older women had been.in it for so long that they had 

become quite accustomed to the rut, the younger women, well 

they were just there for the pay and they didn't much care 

whether it was better pay or_how they were getting it, they 

were just there for ••• it took a little rloing. It was really 

I 
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hard organizing the women there. It was hard organizing 

everybody because they were really in that civil service 

frame of mind, however, we changed things. 

SD: What years were you there? 

P.A: I was there from '62 to '72. 
SIDE 2: 
SD: Is there anything else you would like to say about your 

experience? 

AA: Well, I would just like to say that I'm glad that 1vomen· 

are coming to the fore, but I think they should be careful 

be 
not to too strident and to remember that they're people 

and my feeling is that all people should receive equality 

and justice and no one. group should be singled ollt for any 

special privileges. 

SD: When you were on the executive board was that the feeling 

of many of the women in the leadership, that basically 

they wanted to be treated as equals and didn't want 

special status? 

AA: Yes, that's right. Yes. 
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