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J~-,i: Probably around 1940, it was, they were reorganizing. There 

had been some strikes earlier on in which I was not involved, 

because I was a coal miner before that and these strikes 

were invariably not successful and then they commenced to 
tk,r 

re-organiztng under the guidance of Nigel Morgan~ -. ·. ·. <. 

who at that time was the Interantional Peesident. And 

) 
. ~-: ,-_ George Grafton,/ who was dead and, oh, 

several others. Anyway I was describing the IWA. This ed · 
was known as Local 180 of the IWA and it was di vid1_ •• • in 

sub locals. We had a sub local here Chemainus)Youbou 

Lake Cowichan Honeymoon Bay7 Gordon River Camp and all the 
b(?? 

various camps, - __ . Creek Camp, Hass Creek, Port Renfrew. 

They all had their sub locals. At which they conducted 

their own little business-- . their own 
) 

taking 

care of grievances and so on. President, secretary and 

committees, etc. and then the Head office or the Local 180 

IAJM. (IN 
of all this, of the Local Duncan, and monthly 

they would hold meetings in Duncan of Local 180 at which 

time delegates would come from all these other areas and 

. sublocals and meet and discuss the various problems. The 

final decisions was always with the local but they conducted 

their own little local affairs in each locality, alright? 
auxiliary 

Now, so therefore ,,the :_ : followed the same pattern. 

There was the Local 180 auxiliary and then each l,i~tle town 
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and village and camp, out in the camps, they all had their 

little auxiliaries, big or small, whatever. Women in those 

days,there were a lot of very interested women and supporting 

their husbands too, But there was also many that weren't. 

It's not every woman that supports their husband on a. 

picket line you know. You probably know that from reading 

whatever you've read and so on. And not always did it work 

out well, you know. They didn't like their old man not 

bringing in the . A lot of them you see. But then 

again many others. So then one of the prime objects of these 

auxiliaries would be to educate the other women as to what 

was required and what benefits could be had by being organized 

in the union _ _ in order to get contracts and so on, which 

was unheard of then, in the early '40's. It wasn't until 
~w 

'46 that we really got a contract, a master contract 

you see. So that was the main objective of these women, ~ 

~v 
if you could get them all to talk to )her women and so on. 

one 
That was thing. The other thing was the social 

end. They would organize, oh at that time there'd be whist 

drives, dances, various things, in order to raise a little 

money to support themselves and so on,and to help out whereever 

they could. SO that was done. T. hey supported in that manner., 

socially as well. 

SDJ:~: Was that used to raise money for the union as well as ••• 



3600-1 3 

It their own. ·shall 

ses, in s of e union and ••• I'm 

for the instance 

to \"'O in r to support it. 

~d need funds 

to send 

the loan 

so 

activities 

SD: Right. 

JA: Is 

SD~ Just 

rkers 

JA: No. •rhat '.~as 

send people 

they d 

to back a 

i¥(38 

( ) 

r voice: there wasn't a 

on 

, but 

ce: 

and , so needed 

to depend on 

little were ln 

re also an 1 t:o that? 

A, 

at 

I m as far as 

miners@ 

to 

coal sit doesn°t matter •••• you can 

st.ra to 



Jack Atkinson 3600-1 4 

mine workers under a Mineworkers Union of Canada. That was 

the name of it. The last time there'd been any organization 

to my knowledge, was in ••• the big miner's strike of 1912, 13 

and 14 when the union was broken. The strike was broken I 

should say, and the union faded out of existence. and did 

not come into existence again. And that was United Mineworkers 

of America#~nd then there was nothingp}n all the period I 

worked the mines there was nothing,until, it would be about 

1933, 34 maybe, they started to organize under Mineworkers 

Union of Canada underground. Because if you were caught 

even saying union you would be fired, let alone anything 
f 

j 
~+ 

• .J, 

else. So J.t was .. ust the men being organized. The men 

were being organized in the cell system. Do you know 

what that is? 

L'? SD: What is .11. 

JA: Six or seven men would get together. I would know a person 

I could trust, I'd ask him, and we'd form a cell and there 

would be a leader of that cell. And there was different 

cells,although never more than a dozen or eleven;or a dozen 

men because if one of you got fired for union activity you 

could pinpoint it to those few in your group who squealed~to 

the boss you see. That was the idea of it. And then of 

course there was a secretary and so on ••• and you never knew 

who was in the other groups. The group leaders come together 

and made their plans or decisions ••• and took them to their 
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group, we'll call them groups, took them to their own groups 

who reported back our suggestions, had discussion and then 

again back they would go with a meeting of the leaders of 

each group. And they would form a decision and so on. 

Which was then carried on. This was not very successful 

be.cause it was too -slow. Men would get fed up, who'd paid 

50¢ a month dues, men would get fed up paying these dues. 

Nothing was happening you know. You daren't come out in 

the open. You daren't do anything but just try and get 

as many men into the union. Well that why you found 

that some of them especially the weak-spined would be 

dropping off, you'd maybe get a few new ones. But the 

amount of men you could really trust and ask to join was 

not that great. So it wasn't too successful. Then the 

United Mineworkers of America come in and of course they 

come right out in the open and brought in their organizers 

you see, and began organizing. And they took over this 

work and it wasn't long before there was a contract with 

the mining companies of the area. Now I do know that of 

course naturally,the women.)<new, my wife over there she 

knew all about it, I was a group leader as a matter of fact. 

In fact I was secretary later ••• and in Cumberland, I think 

this is about where it got started, big mines there then, 
that 

and I do think/there were some women secretly also active. 

OrMI•\cril! · ~he 
You know, - ._ 1./ w1ves and so on , wisely doing their li ttile 
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thing1educating the women to the benefits of trade 

unionism and what it could do for them in the future 

and th~families. Hey, I'm getting back into shape~ 

(laughter). So this did transpire then but it never 

did get off the ground until the United Mineworkers 

came in and at that time there was a mine where I 

worked was shut down. as I mentioned be~ore that the 

early twenties actually was the beginning of the Depression 

for coal miners and by this time there was not too many 

mines working anymore. They were closing do"'m and so 

on, lack of trade. People ,~rere going to \¥ood, oil, 

electricity, Hydro electric and even all your steam 

ships and railroad engines and so on were oil where 

they used to burn coal you see. So that was all even 

heating in the homes was fading out. So anyhow, I never 

got a job again 1 in a coal mine and I don't think I ~o\1Culd 

have got one anyhow because I was one of a group ••• the 

boss always had a way of being suspicious you know, of 

who might be who, you know. He could tell by your 

attitude and all sorts of things and ,this mine I worked 

at closed down and we opened another one and the men 

in Ladysmith '·rere afraid they wouldn't get placed in this 

mine and the Nana imo mineworkers would. So ~.,e held a 

meeting right up here of mineworkers, not union, just 
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JA: And then of course rhere were again 7 after being defeated 

in several strikes you might say, not all, but there 

was no master a.greement after and that sort of thing, 

we started to reorgai1ize and then I became involved 

in that reorganization. I would say in l940. And at 

first we too were more or less got to be rather cute 

about it, you know. You couldn't just come out in the 

open and so on. Although 1the authorities pretty well 

knew who was who and so on. So then we commenced 
~ ±~,\:;l10_3 

organizing, buildingVlinions, building~'a-nd building. 

And we did just that. And here and there where was some 

littlefigreements signed with certain small companies 
I 

that might be more interested in getting good loggers 

and good proguction than they were in whether they 

had a union on them or not. If they could find a good 

hooker or a good high rigger they didn't give a damn 
-fl. j 1 rt.fl,,y, 

if he was a 
)_o-kr!, 

the old 

I"!~ v 
union organizer or not"' I 'm"t,thinking of 

!3 
Logginr · , was one of these 

examples. Another place up Courtenay way too where 

the same thing happened. But anyhow 1 then I got involved 
c,. s 9( 

as the one of the men in Laydysmith here" there was a 
•S 

lot of , and then the women's ••• I can remember 

organizing the women's auxiliary. We called the meeting ••• 

SD: The men did? 

JA: oh yea, they called a meeting of initerested women and 
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to the unsafe conditions that their husbands were 

working under and this ss some way they can help and 

so on, you know. In other words, get them to supp~tt 

their husband. If you want just on an individual 

basis, 'yes, Joe, you're doing the right thing joining 

the union'. And this sort of thing, instead of raising 

hell with him for joining the union and also what it 

would cost him in dues and so on, and assessments. 

So this was part of the role of the women's auxiliary. 

SD: Did women struggle around safety conditions at all? 

Were there any specific things that they did? 

JA: No, not specific. But I mean th!:.s was just an overall 

picture, you know. It was one of the things that we 

based on our organization on, the working conditions, 

hours of work and safety, you see. So in this way 

ye could get women to look at it in that manner, you 

know, then it would help us. Beccuse you would be 

surprised how many women are against their husbands 

becoming involved, at that time. at that time, in 

, ~IrA/ 
trade un~on~. Because all they could see was a picket 

line, a strike and nothing to eat for the kids 7or debts 

which would take them a long period to pay off 7if there 

was a strike and so on. Another thing was, their function 

would be to also~ise money in various ways to help 
} 

support because there would come a time we would, if we 
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J 
wasn't necessary. There was plenty men and it didn't 

get to the point of de1speration which some strikes get 

where you'll see women out on the picket line on behalf 

of their husbands. You'll see that won't you? 

SD: Did that happen in this area during ••• 

JA: Not to my knowledge. Not in my time, no. We had the 

picket lines all organized both on the sea and on 

land. We had ••• because there was booms down there 

and tug boats would come in may be from the states 

and Seattle to tkae logs away and we had men orga.nized 

with boats to go out there and well, they picketed 

the logs, they stayed out there. But especially if 

they saw, spotted a tug boat coming into harbour. 

Then they would be down on the boom and place picket 

signs all around. So that was, that part was organized. 

And then on land the entrances to the workplace and so 

on was picketed by shift all day, so many hours, and 
always 

there wonld be picket captains who were in charge 

of so many pickets and so on. And there was never any 

episodes or any violence. The companies didn't try to 

bring in strike breakers, scabs if you want, they didn't 

try to do that so therefore there was no violence and 

it only lasted six weeks so it didn't get to the point 

of desperation where you would, where women got out there 

and did battle too, like you see many times in some strikes. 
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And you see it on television now and again. 

SD: Was there a march to Victoria, part of ••• 

JA: Yea, that was part of it. The Trek, the big 

trek to Victoria, that's what they called it, yea. 

And we went of course, all the way from C~mpbell ••• 

all the way from up the Island, Port Alberni, all 

the way. And they all congregated in the various 

centres then on we went down to Victoria,· see, 

with a car calvacade. That must have been thousands 

because ••• do you know Victoria? Well, of course you 

know it. You know. the Parliament Buildings? I 

guess there was about six deep clean around the whole 

thing you know. It was a ••• I don't know hww many 

men and women would be there. Not so many women 

but an awful lot of men. Clean around that whole 

Parliament Buildings. 

SD: Women were involved on that trek were they? 

JA: A little. To some extent. Uh, I'm trying to think 

about that one. No I don't really think so. No, I'll 

tell you, when you see ••• when you interview the next 
ov&.i~(.,. ;.h,n~ w-eb~ 

woman, if you do, · , or ~ you ask them 

if they were involved. Just eff hand I can't, I don't 

believe they were because we fed everybody out at this 

armp camp which was now empty after the war. But men 
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did the cooking and so on, you know. And there was ••• 

and as I said before, the war was just over, there 

was alot of men in our ranks, right out of the cook 

houses, right out of everything and they just knew 

how ••• and there was an army camp with all the cooking 

facilities, you see. They knew just how to do it 

all and they just fed us like we were in the arm~. 

And we lay on the floor. 
o,y\d 

SD: Were there women who had come into the union the 

industry during the war as workers particularly in 

the mills, in the area? 

JA: Women? 

SD: Yea. 

JA: They tried it and they went in ••• the~~ was a few in ••• 

I"M talking about just this area because I'm not sure 

what happened further afield1 but right hece~there was 

two or three women went to work in a little logging 

camp there"and the loggers at that time really rebelled 

at the idea of women being in the woods with them~ 

Because, for one thing, we have our natural functions 

don't we, and it was very awkward we'll say, for them 
--!v ~ . t"" fo lv'l Ak~ 

L£ol!§o' and find a place, pee b~sh. And it 

must have been the same for the women too. But however, 

so, they didn't want women then. And women could 
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only function in the woods just in very few places, 

maybe like in those days what we called a whistle 

punk or something like that. Just signal~ing,, you 
_ftfl-c):;... 

know. They couldn't ' those chokers with the big 

cables and wrap them around logs and jump - _ up and 

· climb trees and that ••• no, they couldn't do 

that. So that just petered out as fast as it petered 

in, you see. Then, it was tried in the mill. And 

Mr. Humberg, at that time, it was the Victoria Lumber 

Company, at that time, there was not a shortage of 

workers at that time, There was not particularly a 

shortage of workers. So, but, he started to bring 

women,- I think it was in the planer mill, not in the 

big saw mill, I don't think women could have functioned 

there very well. Nowadays more because they can drive 

fork lifts and things just like, as good as a man, now, 

many of them are doing it right now too. But then it 

wasn't quite the same. I don't even know if they 

had those fork lifts. They didn't, in fact. They 

didn't have fork lifts 7 it was done by hand. But they 

got jobs in the planer mill and were paid less than 

their counterparts~and right away, now, I should state 

this point, that the mill was not organized. And there 

was discrepancies in the wages being paid to the various 

people, like Chinese and so on. The Chinese could;t/young 
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Chinese with their wife and their family could be , 

working next to you and he'd get less wages. That 

was rampan~ in the early days of the mines too. 

Chinaman was a Chinaman, he got less. He wasn't as 

good as you but yet he did the same work. So 

anyway, the men in general looked at it as a threat 

to their position in the mill, in their wages

If\" 
Here they are being undermined, a woman's tak , that 

job. She's gonna get less wages and so he 1 11 hire 

all women, you see. So we were told at that time 

we had a pretty goo~~olidness at the beginning of 

our organization here.at that time, we were told by 

men from Chemainus, now is your chance to organize 

Chemainus Mill. I should tell you this, Chemainus 

was a vezy much of a company tQwn and a lot of the 

men over there, Mr. Humberg and the superintendents 

they were little gods. They couldn't do no wrong. 

But they weren't all that way. So they said, now 

is your chance. Their position is threateded by 

women and so on so you'd better ' get in here and 

organize. Now we'll get what this little lady's 
A mtt4vvl~ 

laughing at. (break in tape) _ was called of a 

very few interested men workers, saw mill workers, 

in fact it was in our house. You remember when it 
CJ oo ke 

was~ ? Florence \',- and 



Ja 3 1 18 

a a li our 

1 

here 

a.mcu.nt of 

r 

( r) 

SD: I 

ut one of reasons .r a 

in lls. 

ce: No, that wasn't it. 

no. t stuff. 

ce: no .• I don't too Don 1 t know 

in 

1. you just 

I eve to rne. 

JA: 

ve of 1 

JA: So a :re 

th, Hall 

hall and it was a turn out .. So 

rent a 11 

L So ll 

B women 

1 

but 



Jack )~ 3600=1 

Secreta Inter.na ca 

And 1 we can call 

on is government 
/I 
I 

property can ree 

en a s 

there 

1 

re of course,and were 

in a but also a ;;,n:nnen 1 s a ry 

th A I i t too U"i: that 

SD: 3 dO r? That 

in ? 

JA: I co 

Do to come 

or '"'hat 

No, 

h 



Jack Atkinson 3600-1 20 

SD: Was there any discussion of equal pay for equal work? 

JA: Well it was from our point but not with these women. 

,, 

No, these women, I don't even know who they were, you 
points 

see. But that was one of our big in organizing 

the men was equal pay for equal work. And I can 

remember clearly being in this Chinaman's home and 

I can clearly remember he had a young wife and three 

young children. They were right there in the kitchen. 

And he said~ he was a boom man incidentally, he said, 

if we were to get the same wages as the white men then 

they wouldn't hire us. They would prefer to have a 

1/ 

white ma~ you see. And that's when we told them this 

is where your union will stand solidly behind you. If 

you get fired just because of your race then there will 

be trouble. 

SD: But there wasn't any kind of similar discussion around 

women ••• 

JA: No, it didn't get to that. 

SD: They were seen as a threat and . . . 
JA: Yes, that's right. It was seen as a threat to the ••• you 
~ 

know, wages. And that was true, it was a 

threat to the men~ you see. In a company town like that 

you've gotta understand that anything goes, you see. 
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And a woman who maybe doesn't have a job or just 

working in the candy store at that time for fifteen 

dollars a week, a job getting her ••• say ••• oh, at 

that time I don't know ••• I would have to wildly guess 

I guess, well let's say,guess at 50¢ an hour that 

looked pretty good. Four dollars a day, that's 

pretty good. See that '.s a lot of money. That was 

a si~ day week too'then. 

SD: Did women in the communities like in Ladysmith and 

Chemainus and the samll lumbering towns, did many 

women work or did women generally stay home with 

family? 

JA: Oh, at that time, generally stayed home with families. 

wouldn't you say that, El? At that time. There was 

not many women who worked out at the restaurants, and 

that, that was all girls, you know, single mainly. 

Oh you might see the odd married woman working but not 

so much as now. 

SD: Is that because there weren't jobs? 

JA: No. Well there wouldn't be as many jobs then but ••• 

woman's voice: ••• as I could see. 

JA: ••• but also ••• 

END OF SIDE I 
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JA: Well, there wouldn't be as many jobs then but ••• 

woman's voice: ••• as far as I could see. 

JA: ••• but also another reason was they didn't have the 

equipment in the homes, like automatic washin9 machines 

and deep freezers and vaccuum cleaners and ••• they 

couldn't afford them if there were such things, but 

the7e wasn't. Oh, so they had washing machines 
I 

alr:ght but they'd be the old hand type or something. 

And, well there was washing machines, more like the 
') 

old which was self-driven, so that 

women had more to do at home, you know. No electric 

stoves around then, so the women had more to do at 

home 7 so they Just couldn't find the same time to go 

out and work as they do now. Now, they're bored at 

home, even if they've got two or three kids they're 

still bored. And you gotta go out a find a job somewhere 

and which they do. 
there 

SD: Were , differences in wages for married men and single 

men? 

JA: No. Not from the men's point of view, no. The job 

--the-
paid wages alright so if you were a single man 

doing the same job as a married man you got the same 

wages of course. 

break in tape 

· know, ;t would never ever~and I'll ••• ~n my way, you ~ , 
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tell, it was. trying times. Not only trying times but 

often I was away from home an awful lot)even right 

here, you know, we have a little office downtown 

here and you'll be down there and she'd never ever 

complain or put anything in my way at all. And so 

in that way the family is sacrificed, the family is 

sacrificed to a large extend by anyone who is really 

active, in those days particularly. Well I guess 

its the same today but only you were not organized 

today they're organized,and so on~ 

SD: Was there a lot of discussion among women in the community 

about the unions and the kinds of things that were 

going on in the union like the strike and so on? 

Even if women weren't directly active in support 

work? 

woman's voice: I really don't know. Well ••• 

JA: There would be discussions wou,1d:ti' t there? 

woman's voice: There would be discussions ••• 

JA: I mean here and there would be talking and someone would 

say 'I wish my old man would for Christ sake get back to 
~1\0 

work'. (laughter) Mary's. would be, you know, the 

opposite. You and I knew what we were trying to do. 

And doing it who for. Not only for us ••• 

woman's voice: ••• unclear ••• there was a lot that was 
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SD: But I guess many women had a lot of responsibilities 

around the home and couldn't necessarily be active? 

woman's voice: well, that's right, yea.; 

JA: We're not giving you really much on the women's front 

are we? 

woman's voice: No. 

SD: Actually ••• tape blank ••• 


