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SDs When did you come to Canada? i 

MBs I came to Canada in 1925. My father and mother came to farm. 

My father was in the British navy and that's how I came to be 

born in Devenport, England. Navy babe. 

SDs So your family came to Canada to farm, did they come to B.C.? 

MBs Yes, they came straight to the Okanagan. 

SD: Did you grow up in the. Okanagan? 

MB: Yes, I grew up in the Okanagan, and it was a beautiful place 

to grow up because there were fruit orchards from one end to 

the other and a beautiful climate, beautiful vegetables. You 

couldn't get better fruit or vegetables anywhere, I don't 

think. So we were lucky in that respect. 

~Ds How long did you live there? 
' ,- . / 

MB: Until I was about 21. We lived through the Depression there, 

and it really left quite a mark on me, the Depression, because 

we were very, very poor. We had seven children in the family, 

and my father/was a failure at farming. So there were times 

when there weren't enough clothes to keep warm. We always 

had apples when we had nothing else, so we alwa.ys hadfood, 

but I can remember once when he had to go to town in a 

pajama coat because he had no shirt or anything to put on. 

We were quite ashamed of our poyerty because some of the people 

around us were what I thought, much better off. So I had to 

leave school at the age of 13 to go out tofork, and I went to 

work at an asparagus ranch in the Okanagon,to this asparagus 

ranchwith my mother,where we made fifteen cents an hour cutting 

asparagus for 10 hours a day in the boiling hot sun/; I 

used to think how I would one day get out of this dreadful 

sort of work and be rich and have a car and live in a nice 

home. But after the asparagus season was finished, we went on 
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. picking raspberries, 
MB: to the-strawberries, and thenCthe raspberrie~Jwhich I loved, 

and that lasted for two or three years. I wouldn't go back' 

anymore because I was ashamed of the job. I felt that, and 

it was felt by my 
. ed."' 

former classmates, that only the lowest of 

the low work/'there. There were 
jthere 

alot of German irnrnigrants'/and 
( ~"j" : 

it was just after the war, ahd so there was sometimes this 

clash between some of the people who spoke German and the 

English people. The war was approaching, you know, at the 

time, in Germany, and there was this hostility. Some of them 

went back to Germany. I remember one family who did go back 

and fought on the side of Hitler, but of course, most of them 

were Canadian Germans, we called them Germans. 

/in: Was it hard physical labour?J 
1 very hard, - \ 

MB: (.Yes, very hard, it was bending down all the time .f 

SD: Was it difficult for your mother and yourself to work under 

those conditions and for those hours and maintain your horne? 
I 

MB: Yes, it certainly was. We, my mother especially, she had .to 

do the washing on the weekends, and she had no running water, 

just a well, and no hot water at all. We'd heat it up on the 

stove, and my father! though, it was in the Depression, and 
I 

he wasn't working, but he would do the cooking for our supper. 
l 

I remember that. We used to get up early in the morning and 

catch the truck, they had to take us up to the hills wh~re;:; 

this asparagus ranch was, and we were packed in there like 

cattle. You know, when you'd go around a bend the whole crowd 

of people would go to one side and swing back on the other 

side. Standing up the whole way. Thenyou 1 d come down that way 

at night and they'd let you off about half a mile from home 

and you'd straggle home, dusty and dirty, completely exhausted. 

We used to say that we looked like members of the chain gang,,., in those 
days. 



! ... 

" 

MBa (cont) ••. So then we'd go home and eat and go to bed. That 

was about all our lives consisted of, in those days. Like 

the farm workers today ,you knmv, '.they are trying to be 

organized. 

SD: Was there any discussion of organization then?_ 

MBa No~ I never heard the word ''union~ until I grew up. 

SDa After you worked as an agricultural labourer, what other 

work did you find? 

{!B a Housework] llf) went, and this was a step up- I left home, my 

father and mother's home because I refused to go back to 

work in the asparagus fields. And then I went to work doing 
\t~ ... 

housework.·I lived in"people's homes. I had some very nice 

people to work for, they.treated me just like a member of 

the family. Two families , -I worked at the second place for 

two years until I was 18 or 19~Y this· time it was 1939, 

and the war had broken out, artd I got a job in a bake shop 

in Kelowna. My wages then were $7.50 a week. By the way~ I 
earned 

had $10.00 a month doing housework, and of course you got 

your board too. And when I was getting;$7.50 a week, I 

felt rich. I used to stand im:C'ide the bake shop window, 
'---..,J. 

and I'd see the girls across the street going up toHerbert's 

Business College in Kelowna, and I envied those girls. I had 

always longed for an educmtion and I happened to be really 

good at English at school, and I decided that maybe I could 

become a stenographer. So t went to school in the morning, when 

I enrolled 1from 9a00 - ll:JO, and at llaJO I had to go back 

to the bakeshop and work till about ten or eleven at night. 

You just kept open until the last customer in those days. 

So, I finally became a stenographer and I .had made it known 

that I wanted to write, I had always wanted to write. So the 

~ditor of the Kelowna Courier came to me one day in the bake 
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MB: (cont) .•• shop and he asked me if I would like to go to work 

in the Kelowna Courier office. And that had been my dream 
But 

all my life~ So I went to work there. my conditions weren't 

what I had dreamed of. I worked for $6.5.00 a month, I was 

stenographer to · five men, I did all the receptionist work 
'\-Jy 

and all the boo~eping and running back and forth. I went 

back to work every night. I couldn't keep up with it and 
about after a year I quit and they had to hire two people to take 

~~ 
my place. They hired a woman 1\ a stenographer and a man to do 

the books. So, you can just imagine, a young girl just fresh 

out of college, what they expected of you. So then I went 

to Princeton, and I went to work in the Court House there 

as the Co:urt House stenographer and I really loved that. 

That was a mining,frontier town •. 

SDs Was that during the war? 

MBs Yes, it was du~ing the war. 

SDs Did you have much contact with miners? 
so 

MB: No, none whatever, except that they would come into the 

office to buy their hunting licences or their fishing 

licences or anything like that. ·'My bossi:. was the magistrate. 

And just down'rthe hall was the police office and of course I 

was very friendly witl)knybody who came in. But~ you see, 

Granby Mine was just above Princeton, and there·were alot of 
· . . th7-tre · · 

union people J\ 'Mineworke~s' Union people. And I was taught-r 

this was the first time I'd ever heard about a Union- and I 

was taught that unions were bad things, and I was taught all 

the negative things about unions in that office. That was 1939. 

So, my really £irst ••. one of the interesting thirigs that 
all 

happened there was that I used to go throughAthe files in the 

safe to do with the former court cases that had taken place 
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MB: there, _which were very interesting. And one of them was 

the case where Arther.Evans was kidnapped by very prominent 

citizens in Prin.ceton. The prominent citizens, I knew them 

all personally, and they were good frl.ends of mine at the 

time. But, my boss explained to me that Arther Evans, and it 

was in the preliminary hearings, the evidence- that he had 

.been kidnapped at the point of a gun. And sent to Vancouver, 

and·it was a very serious crime because you could get life 

imprisonment ~or kidnapping. However, the accused got off. 
· . evidence this But, while I was read~ng th~s;\cour"t'case, I said to Mr. Nichols, 

"You know, Mr. Nichols, this man is really intelligent". I 

didn't know anything about anything at the time, politics. 

There was. a report of an e,lection coming up, and I looked at 

it in the paper with Mr. Nichols, and I saw the parties, Liberal, 

Conservative, CCF and LPP. And I laughed at that, and I said, 
these 

"Why do silly people call themselves CCF and LPP1 What does 

it ·mean?" I. thought it was just a fad or-something. I had an 

idea what the CCF was about because my father had voted CCF, 

and the people that I did housework for, before I had that job 

in the bake saop, they talked about an election at one time 

and I happened to say the following day after the election 

results, "My father voted CCF." And the neighbour, who was a 

British soldier character said, "The damn red." And that is 

where I got to know a little bit about the CCF anyway. 

S.D: But, your family other than that didn't really discuss politics? 

MB: No, no. I didn't know what a union was until I went to work 

in the courthouse. 

SD: Were_there' other experiences about that time that began to 

make you more interested in the trade union movement? 

MB: Well the first time that I ever became ••. that I ever joined 
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MBz (cont) •.. a union, and I didn't really know it was a union, 

was when I worked in the courthouse, and one of the govern

ment workers who worked on the road crew came in to me with 

a proposition that.they were organizing an organization to 

better their conditions, to have recourse incase of some 

condition they didn't like. And he explained the whole thing · 

to me, and asked me if I would join. Mr. Nichols was sitting 

right there, my boss. You know, it was just one big o:ffice, 

with the girl, and I was the secretary, and I said 'Yes'. I 

thought that was very good; a good idea~ And I joined it, 

and it was called ••• I got a card and I still have it, •. it was 

called The Civil Servp,.nt~ssociation, I think. And of course, 

I didn't know it was a union until later. 

SD: What kind of effec~id the Civil Servants Association have 

·on your conditions of work? 

MBz Well, none, because nothi-ng happened. I joined the Airforce 

shortly after, well, after I'd been in Princeton about a 

year. I joined the Airforce and went away. 

SD: Why did you join the Airforce? 

MB:. Well, because my wages were only $85 a month. The government 

was only paying me $85 a.month as I remember it and it 

wasn't' enough, and I knew I was a good secretary, and I 

knew that I could make more money. It had always been my 

idea in life that I was going to . qet ~ to the top on my 

own initiative, my own ability. And I would never get anywhere 

at this rate. So I figured out that if I joined the Airforce 

I would at least travel and I would be able to consolidate 

my de.bts, because I . owed money for clothing and that, and 

maybe I would get to New York, which was a big ambition of 
mine and so that is why I joined. 
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SDa In your job as a secretary, did you work mostly with women? 

MBa No I didn't. I wasatWgY8nly girl in the courthouse, and the 

only girl in the newspaper office. 

SD: Did you have any support from other women, women friends 

who you could talk with about your working conditions? 

MBa Yes, I had a girl friend. There were only two stenographers· 

in Princeton. My girlfriend and myself. And, yes, we talked 

about things like that. We always liked higher wages, of cours~. 

But we had no idea - she had never heard of a union either. 
she was 

In fact, I believe she always did remain,anti-union for quite 

a long time. You see, what actually happened was that after 

V d been in the air force for a couple of years, .I returned 
because 

to my job.. in Princeton, tl'ley wanted me to come back. And I 

stillhad this anti-union attitude, you know. So, one day, 

a man came in, .. --~ was a miner, a mine-organizer1 from Alberta. 

And he wanted some typing done. Typing up a union contract. 

And there were only two, because there were mines around 

Princeton, to have this .contract typed •• and there were only 

two stenographers in Princeton, and he kept coming to me and 

I kept saying 'No, I wouldn• t'. Because it was . a union ~pe~son 

and I had been trained not to have any truck with union 

people, you see. So finally he told me that he would pay me 

$10.00 an hour to do this. It was only a sbQrt document. I 

did it then, and it began to make things work in my mind. And 

he said to me, 'Would you be interested in a job , .in a union, 
the 

·.for a union International Woodworkers of America. Which I • d 
,fl -:., . lP 

never heard about in my life. $o, I was getting pretty fed up 

with this $85, a month, plus $12 cost of living bonus which 

I'.d got by that time, getting nowhere. ~d I knew that I 

wanted more money and that I could make more money • .Jf6 I was 
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MB: (cont) ••. off'ered two jobs at that tirne .. The manager of Granby 
- and Smelting 

Consolidated MiningJ\Company [at Granby offered me $150 a month, 

which was a big improvement to work up there. A~1he Inter-. ') Y'u. 

national Woodworkers of America would pay $35 a week. So, 

I went to work for the International Woodworkers of America. 

In 1946, after the war. And this was how I met my husband. 

He was a first vice-president at the time. 

SD1 So when were you married then? 

MB: Six months after I met him. 

SD: Artd so you became a full-time worker for the union? 

MB: Yes, but you see, what opened my eyes was when I had it 

explained to me what the role of unions is. Artd it was just 

the greatest thing that had ever happened to me in my life. 

I saw the light. Where I had been ashamed to take any 
the home of 

boyfriends home to" my ~other and father because they were 

so poverty stricken, I saw where they fitted in to a class 
(She cries. ) 

of people who were exploited. I think that was one of the 

greatest things that ever happened to me in my life was 

when I saw the clas-s of structure of -society you know, and 
(Cries.) 

I knew right away. ~:As I said, as soon as I understood my 

position in society, 'when it was explained to me, that my 

former friends were on the other side of the fence C_ J were 

not going to be my friends anymore. I kept on workinl, you 

know. First of ali I knew this before I gave notice at the 

Courthouse, I gave notice a month before. But all my mail 
the-se 

came to the Courthouse, and they had sealed ·letters with 
\<Thich 

International Woodworkers of America on the bottom., when I 

first saw it, I thought it was an organization of carpenters 

or something;~nd 
han never 
I~heard about it in my life. But they 

(, 

knew of course. A'nd I can remember one day after I'd given 
I 
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MB: (cont) .... notice and I'd told them I was going to work f'or 

the IWA, and why, because I was going to get more money.'" ~$35 a week .. !:'" 
· . . policemen l 

I can remember one ~f the\coming down the hall singing that 
· , ''ho 
Russian boatman's song, "Yo heave. ho. "It didn't mean a thing . 

.. 
to me until afterwards when I real.tzed what he was doing. 

He was red~baiting, you know. And little did I know) because 

I didn't have a clue about politics. But I knew about class 

struggle 

about it. 

. I had been told about it, had just learned 

SP: How did you know about it? Were there people in the I.W.A. 

who sat down with you and talked to you about it •••• 

MB. Yes. 

SD: So it was almost like a consiousness raising course where 

you deci4ed if you liked •.• 
lhe light 

') MB: Exactly, just really went on and ~b I was devoted to them 
~-· 

after that. But even so the mine workers•organizer had been 

up to Princeton and they knew about me .becausekf cours~ the 
~ 

miner:sl leader~used to come into the court .house and they 
worked that 

knew that I ·:· there. _and how did they know )':they could trust 

me because I was working in that office where the police · 

were and where the law courts were,\~md everything and I 
' 

know that they warned them. I was told afterwards that 
\\ 

they had warned the I.W.A. people Q.bout me, watch out, 
II 

because she's been friends with so and so and so and so. 

Which was a very logical thing for them to do,I thought. 

But of course~.! think you can tell when people are really 

dedicated and I certainly was,· you know. From then on. 

SD: Why did they choose you, do you know. at- all why?:·nr. 
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Well, .I was a good secretary. I could take shorthand at 
1vfp\:rds{ per minute 

180 .. · ' and type at 75 w .p.m. and my English was really 
~·· \ 

·good., you know, and ';r could always tell people, any 

employer, that I had graduated Grade 12 because I could 

do anything that they could do. It just happened that.it 

was because of those three things that I was good at. I 

was no good at book~keeping, horrible, I still hate it. 

But ... 

SD: Wheredid you go to work for the I.W.Al 

MB: In Vancouver, down at the coast, in Local 171. But first 

of all I should say this, that the Communist Party was 

quite active in the union at the time an:di didn't know 
tj~. ·· them 

anything about communis: When I first heard about, · : , I 

thought that communist people lived in Russia. I didn 1'·t know 

that there was such a thing as a communist :party in Canada. 

In fact, I didn't know anything about politics. ;rust 'Liberal 
I ~new there ~~s a · ·· 

and Conservative and C.C.F. party. But~ you see.now, this 
'-

was 1946 and·I was 26, so I didn't know anythinq about the 

0. B. U. the. One Siq ·union, or the Workers Unity Lea que that 

had so much to do with the early trade union organization. 

I never have known anything more about that than what I've 

been told, but my husband was in the Communist Party and he 

was an organizer of. the union, a long•time organizer, 

and most of the officers of the I.W.A. at that time were, 

most of the higher Officers, were members of. the Communist 

Party. And. Nigel Morgan was some officer of the union, I 
~t>Then 

forget what he was.But. I started work, there had been some 

dispute within the party, the communist party, before I 

started over •.. some break, I'm not sure, I wasn't there, •. 
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(cont) ... put anyway, he then became the Provincial leader of 

the Communist Party in B.C. Nigel Morgan. And I started 

out by being his secretary. He could rattle off speeches 

or letters j usth.as if: · he was reading a newspaper, so it 

was a good thing I could take shorthand fast, you know, at 
ist 

that time. And I worked in the ·commun1 Party office in 

Vancouver for six months or so. Then I was married, then I 

went with my husband, he was always organizing, and we 

went up to th~ Interior. But then when I came back I went 
Local 

.to '\'.Drk for 171 in the I.W.A. That was in the Holden 

Building, and I was a secretary there. That was in the 

Loggers Local, it went up the coast, and I was really 

very devoted. 

SD: Did you then participate in forming the O.T.E.U.? I guess 

it was the Office and Professional Employees!/Union( 

MB: Was that the office workeis union that was going in 1946? 

No, I don't remember the name of it, but if that was the 

one, no I didn't. And this is something that is interesting 

too. I was working in the Communist Party Office, you see, 

and we had a feeling at that time that , you see the girls 

that worked for the I.W.A. were in this union, and some of 

us had a feeling that we didn't want to join that union 

because we looked upon it as a sort of job-trust.Because the 

union, the I.W.A., had just become organized just after the· 
through t~~re 

War really, and · tremendous struggles and t was still 

a tremendous struggle to go, and I felt myself that it would 

had put me against my husband for instance. He was one of 

the officers of the I. W .A .. who had worked so hard for no 

wages, for nothing~to organize the union, the I.W.A. and 
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MB: (cont) .•• for me to then join an office workers union# 
st. 

which would be again, or in conflict at times with those 

men who had done this work, well, I just couldn't bring 
could 

myself to do it. Because they of course, · demand all the 

things these men had fought for for the men. The girls 

didn't have to fight for those things. It was something, 

it was an extention of the I.W.A. in a way, you know, if· 

you can understand what I m-ean. So I didn't join it, 

and some of us didn't join it for that reason. And I'll 

·give you one example of what I did. In Local 171 office, 

where I worked, we had a new filing systern...:.had been 

purchased for $750.00 in 1947, I think it was, because 

the old way, the files were always behind about six 

months. You know, men would come in and pay. their dues, 

and we'd write out the receipt and so on and you were. 

supposed to file it on a card so that you could go straight 

to the file and find out his standing, his dues standing. 

But those slips were never filed, six months behind, you 

see. So, anyway it was put down to the fact that they had 

an obsolete filing system. So they bought a new filing 

system, one that was a round thing you know, and you had 

cards in alphabetical order and bq.t it was still six month 

behind, you see, because the filing wasn't done, that's why. 
the 

So I didn't belong to the Office Worker~union you're 

talking about, but my husband, Bergie, used to have to 

go down·to meetings just about every night at the Holden 

Building or somewhere else. So.I would go in at night and 

I worked like the very dickens night after night after 
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MB: (~ont) ..• night, getting this filing system up to date-so 

th~t it would do. These men, it was their hard earned 

money and dues that they were paz}ng which payed for 

this machine: and I just couldn't see that it could not 

be doing the function that they had bought it to perform. 

So I went back to work every night ,without any of the 

girls knowing that I was going back to work. No\\r,I don't 

know what position they would have called me. I just 

don't know, they would have said I was doing something 

that wasn't within the rules of the union, but my position 

was that those union men had fought to get that mach·ipe 

in there and I was going to help them to get that thing 

up to date. I was just so devote.d to that I.W.A. that 

I didn't join the Office Workers union because we felt 

it was ~ bit of a job trust. 
Side II:. 
SD: So what did that mean in terms of the office workers 

negotiating contracts and so on? Did they try and cover 

all the,workers in the office in a contract or did they· 

not negotiate contracts, or ••• ? 

MB: Oh well, they had nothing to do with me because I wasn't 

a member. Mind you we were all very good friends and 

that, bti"t it was a very small group, mostly people who 

were either in the communist Party or very close to it. 

SD: How long did you work for the I.W.A.? 
place. 

MB: Well, until 194 8 when the split took' . - .• Oh, and then 

I went·to work for the new union, the Woodworkers Indust-

rial Union of Canada. 

SD: And, had you joined the Communist Party by then? 
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MB: Oh yes, I joined the Cormnunist Party in September, 1945. 

But, when I say that, I should add this too, that after 

I was married to my husband I still believed in God and 

in the hereafter because I was very religious. As a 

child I was brought up in _the Anglican Church and I 

was very religious, and I thoUght that this was Christianity 

in action, I really did think that this new socialist society 

that they talked about ~ meant _ equality for all 

people and ·that it_ would really be Christ'ianity in Action. 

But I ~till believed in the hereafter and I used to argue 

with my husband about it. I used to say "I can prove that 

there is a hereafter, I can prove that there is a God." 

Because things had hap~ened the way I had prayed .for. I 
for things 

always prayedlinside of myself, you know, in my heart, 

and they had come out the way that I had prayed for. And 

he said, "Well, that's just mind over matter." And so we 

argued and argued about it and so finally one day he said 

to me, "Well, we live for the living and not · the dead." 

And I never thought anything anymore about the hereafter, 

after that. Never ever. 

SD: Do you remember exactly what it was that made you decide 

to join the Communist Party? 

MB: Yes, it was the fact that I was shown that certain people 

owned the means of production and made a profit on it, 

and others worked for wages and they were exploited, and 

they didn't get their full share of what they produced. 

Oh yes, I could see this right away when it was shown 

to me. And I could see how people, how they used the 

divide and rule process. I could see right away that I 
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MB: (cont) ... had been taught to look down upon some other 

~ nationalities. My father and mother had taught us that 

w~ were better, that English people were better than 

German people. And that English people were better than 

Chinese, or you know, racial discrimination sort of thing. That you're 
raised·on. 

I could see it so clearly, that it was just used to 

divide and rule and there was never a more dedicated 

person than me. I just turned right around and became 

a person who studied and worked for the unity of all 

people from then on. 

SD: Were you conscious at that time ·at any level of yourself 

as;woman, in relation to that process of radicalization? 

Did you think about your role as a woman, was that part 

of the process; 
women 

MB: Yes it was, because we hadsqme in the Communist Party 

who came out and talked about it, Becky Buhay was one of 
(PAUSE) 

them. The classes that Becky Buhay gave while she was 

in Vancouver, but you see, one thing when you join the 

Communist Party, you were suddenly shot up to great 

responsibilit.y, . I think that it wasn't a good thing 

because you were very apt to become, to think that you 

were more important than you were. You wer_e not taught to 

be humble in the Communist Party. You are taught,~to have 

all the answers. Because we have Marxism and therefore 

we know all the answers. Which is not true at all. But 
q 

anyway, women with ; very li ttle.:t:ualifications were 

chosen for certain jobs and when you were chosen, you 

were quite honoured and it was quite easy to become 
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MB: (cont) ... formed into a sort of a clique, a sort of 

bureaucracy, you know, an inner party. Well, some 

people who knew what was going on, alot didn't. When 

I was chosen to go to Bechy Buhdy's class, I felt 

highly honoured, which we all did, but she taught us 

alot about the history of women. Right from the early 

days when you speak of your grandmother in the clothing 

industry in New York. She was a brilliant teacher. 

SD: W.a.s there organizing done by the Communist Party of 

women? 

MB: Well, the organizing that I was ~quainted with was in 

the I.W.A. auxiliary. 

SD: Maybe now would be a good time to talk about it. 

MB: Well I was a member of the I.W.A.auxiLiary in Vancouver, 

and it was a very good~strong organiz.tion, but of course 

.•. oh, I have a picture here ... It ways, 11 A new status for our women 11 , 

SD: And kids?and that's me standing theJ;e on the side haloing up the banner. 
MB: well, we used to always have a column in the I.W.A. 

Lumberworker, which I always thought was an excellent 

paper. A girl ,\.Vinnie Williams, who was worked in the 
"Teredo" she called herself Teredo 

office, she wrote a column called 'by Teredo', It was, 

anyway, an excellent column and the I.W.A. Auxiliary also 

had a column. Sometimes I wrote that column, not very 

often, maybe half a dozen times. Different women wrote it. 

Mona Morgan was very active in it. We had provincial 

conventions and passed good resolutions for various things. 

But where I was mainly connected with the I.W.A. Auxiliary 
well I came in 

was in Lake Cowichan. I didn't come to Lake Cowichan,until 

1946, I guess, my husband took me up there to meet all the 
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MB: (cont) ••• people in 1946 after we were married and those 

women were just the greate t'women you could wish for, 

the auxiliary there. They could do anything, you know •. 

I later lived up there, for 25 years, and I got to know 

them very well, but in those ear;Ly days, Edna Brown was 

the leading person in the Women's Auxiliary and they, 

well, when they organized first, they thought that 

they were just going to be putting on socials and 

dance~ and helping to hand out cigarettes and newspapers 

to the IJ\en in the hospital who'd been hurt and injured 

.in the woods, and things like that. But they found that 

they could do more than· that. There was this very 

twisty road that ran from Lake Cowichan to Duncan and 
a .. gravel road' . 

full of potholes,'Vand so when they were wondering what 

they could do to help the men, hEI!lp_their husbands and 

the union, they decided that they woul,d petition the 

government to improve the road, because for any injured 

logger to riqe over that road, well it was a pretty bad 

thing. 'So they went out with petitions and they collected 

petition names and signatures and they were doing very 

well, too, around the camps in Lake Cowichan. And one day; 

almost every body signed, but one_day they went to a 

little church called the Ark, it was on floating logs:on 

water, and the minister - I forget what religion it was, 

it doesn't matter anyway, when they approached him to 
' . 

sign his name, 'he.:roared at them, he said"No, ''the 

loggers are such a simple bunch, they don't deserve 
when 

anrthing better." And~they went back with that report, 
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MB: (cont) •.• and of course the women were so angry that 

they went out and they really worked on it and they 

collected in the whole area about 500 signatures and 

they presented this to the member of the legislative 

. assembly who was Hugh Savage of Duncan and quite soon 

after, the government began to improve the road: by 

putting some new black top on it. So then of course, 

they found that they played much more than a social 

role. They could play a very polit~cal role in the 

union. 

SD: Were the women organized at all in the early thirties, 
like for the 1934 strike on the island? 

MB: I don't think the women were organized until 1936 when 

Bert Flat came up .• .•• oh , mind· you I don' t know about 

Vancou~er, because the first auxiliary was in Vancouver. 

And I don't know when that was organized, but in Lake 

Cowichhn, it was the second one and .I ·believe it was 

when Bert Flat went up there in 1935 or 1936. He came to 

organize the auxiliary and he went around to the homes 

and introduced himself and the women to one another because 

they had beenso shy that they very often didn't know each 

other, you know. And he showed them how to do minutes and 

how to run.a meeting and how to organized a dance and 

how to set up committees and how to keep books and keep 

minutes and all of that. 

SD: Did the I.W.A. decide that it was necessary to organize 

women's·auxiliaries in different centres in order to support 

the union. 

MB: I think this probably was one of the things, the resolutions 
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MB~ (cont ... ) that they had decided on, but Bergie could 

tell you more about that because I wasn't in the Union 

at that time. 

SD: Right, because it would be interesting to know how they 

saw their function in relation to the union. 

MB: Yes. Well, I know they did at first. They told me at 

Lake Cowichan that they saw their function as social. 

And which was very important, because the men couldn't 

come out to the forefront, because if they did and 

showed that they were in the union, they were fired. 

Th,couldn't hold a job. But the women, you see, they 

couldn't fire the women. But anytime a woman joined the 

auxiliary, it was a pretty good sign that her husband 

was active in the union too. But however, the women 

were the front for the union on many occassions. And 

Edna Brown was a very eloquent speaker. Oh, she was a· 

wonderful speaker. And her husband was a logger too. 

He's still living, Owen Brown. And so she of course, 

shared the same problems as they did. Spoke the same 

language. And she was a most excellent speaker. D!cl 

SD: Do you know if the auxiliary .•. and this might relate 
d~trt"n~ 

toA the forties as well ... in Lake Cowichan would take 

up questions which maybe faced women or the community 

as a wholej For example, housing conditions, relation-

ships with a company store, or something like that. 

MB: Well, all of the people in Lake Cowichan in those days,,,, 
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Tape -2. Side I. 

SD: (cont) .•• whether the union had taken up some of the 

·conditions of ·the comnni:mi ty for example, housing 

conditions, whether any of that was worked into 

union contracts? 

MB: Well, the CO:t;lditiops under which the loggers lived were 
· Iln ·l,the·ctb.tiriRHouses-and~ t'he. iounkhouses 

pretty bad. r .:1 < :. ;~ llE. :: c, were full of bed-bugs. 

And they didn't get rid of·those until DDT cam19 in, in 

later yea.rs. Also they lived in rather crowded conditions 

I'm told. I've seen some of the interiors of those old 

bunk houses. It was in the forties when: I went up there 

to liv19, _ my husband took me up there. But they 

took it forgranted you-know, people·weren't used to 

very much, so I don't think that they worried too much 

about their home conditions. They didn't have enough . 

money. Nobody had bathrooms, everyone had outdoor 

toilets that I can think of. They did~'t have running 

water and.they didn't think of getting those things 

until conditions improved after the War broke out. 

SD: Did the women live in the community and the men live 
or the, camps 

in the bunkhouses? 1 

MB: Yes, yes. The men often lived in the camps and.the 

women in the community, although there were _small 

camps around Lake Cowichan, there was Camp 6 - Caycuse 

it was called, I think it is the oldest camp in B.C. 

now.and.it's quite a little village now, but at that 

time many women lived in Camp 6 too. There were just 

s~all little shacks and the men lived at home. But 

there were cases were men stayed out all week in the 

camps and came home on weekends or .could, 
whenever they 
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MB: (cont) ••. and there were other camps where they went to 

~ work on the speeder every day and came home at night. 

SD: So the community like was sort of built around the 

rhythm. of the men~ work? 
' 

MB: Yes, it was. 

SD: Would there be seasonal changes in work too,? 

MB: Yes there were. There would be the summer shutdown for 

·tire season. And then there would be the winter shutdown 

when they had snow. And you nearly always had to be 

prepared for a six monthshutdown~~nytime, because you 

never knew when it was coming. 

SD: And how would that affect family life7 

MB: Well, of course, everybody had to buy their groceries 

on credit then and they would buy them at Gordon's store 

at Lake Cowichan which was a well-known store because 

during the strikes, the manager Mr. Gord0 n, he used to. 
m, 

say to the. people •. "You buy what you need and pay for it 

when you go back, because without you, without the wood-

workers, I wouldn't be able·to exist." So they thought 

a gi:eat·deal of him.for that. 

SD: Would families leave the community during the layoff 
~ 

seasons, during theshutdowns. 

MB: No, I don't think so. They stayed right with it. 

SD: Did the·creation of a community help to push forward the 

development ;.;of a union? 

MB: Oh yes, it certainly did because the men,before they could 

have a home and raise a family, they had to have a job. 
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MB: (cont) ••• They had to have some security. And in order 

\.. ) to have any security., they had to have a union because 

many times they would go to work, not just at Lake 

Cowichan, but all over in the logging camps, and the 

boss·would· fire them for no reason at all. This was 

common. So that they had to have a union in order to 

rectify those grievances. So the establishment of 

communii:ies helped. It went hand in hand I think. 

SD: Were the women mostly housewives, or did they work too? 

MB: Yes they were . 

. 'Sd: And did most of them have a consiousness which supported \J-the 

trade union.:·? 

MB: No, most· of them didn't because most of the men didn't 
It was a job, when the organizer 

even. ..~-. · signed up one person, 

one man at a meeting somewhere and if they signed up 

two men, that was really something, and if it was 
. they had to 

three,. · they said they had to celebrate that, Write 

a letter· -·... to the IWA Lumberwor.ker, or something. So 

you see, there was this fear , of being fired for 

joining a union, which they would have been if they 

were found out, because they were fired it it was found 

·out. They couldn ·' t even read the I. W. A.· Lurnberworker, 

nothing of that description was allowed on the camps. 

So you see, many of the men didn't join, and naturally 

the women weren't union consciqus. either. Most of them. 

SD: Did the'Auxiliary play a major role in creating that 

consiousness? 

MB: Oh yes. Very much so, yes. They were they were •. sometimesthe union 

·~ouldn't have functioned-
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MB: {cont) ••. the men, the little nucleus of men that were 

'- trying to.organize the union, couldn't have functioned 

without the women. Because it was the women who put on 

Ciird parties, and socials throughout the winter and 

raised a li tt.le money for them to go out and try to 

organize. ·I know, I saw the minute book of the old IWA 

Auxiliary where they, the men had to go out in the 

spt:ing when the work started again and these couple 

of organiters, my husband was one of them, had to go 

out and start trying· to get some people to join the 

union again and it was an arduous long drawriaut year-

by-year job. And .they had no money of course, so the 

little auxiliary, a few members there about six, moved 
· whatever the Local' :Number was at t9attime, 

that the local be lent $156:oo,because they needed it. 
'!'hat was all the auxiliary had, 

Just in those simple wo:t:ds. And this enabled the men 

togo out and do that work. If it hadn't been for that 

they couldn't have done it. 

SD: Were there any women who organized· in,the camps? 
Yes. ' 

MB: Edna Brown, went around and organized as the men 

were trying to be organized. She went around and spoke. 

SD: To the meri? To the loggers? 

MB: Well, I guess the men and women used to go together in 
to tll!lem. I •'ve seem her speaking, 

those days and she would speak to men and women. 

SD: What role did the auxiliary play during the War? 

MB: Well, during the war they played a very important role in 

Lake Cowichan. Because at that time there were not many 

organizations whereas now you'll find twelve or so 

organizations in Lake Cowichan. At that time, there was 
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MB :only the IWA and the IWA Auxiliary and there may have 

been a few other groups like •.• oh, I can't think of 

any right now ••• but it was the main organizations. 

I've got it all written down in Tough Timber what they 

did, they went around and organized the war effort, 

for Lake Cowichan and in Duncan too and in the camps. 

They went door to door canvassing for Victory War Bonds 

and they asked . the government for more sugar so that 
Solarium,' 

they could make sugar for the Crippled Children~, make 

jam, blackberry jam because blackberries grew by the 
for the ~rippled children 

carload around there, and they could make jam. They 

•undertook to send cigarettes to the boys and men 

.overseas· and they did simply everything thatwas done 

for the war effort. 
ies 

SD: Did the Auxiliar have a structured relationship to 

.the Union? Did women from f..uxiiiaries_go to Union 

meetings for example, or have delegates •.• 
the two 

MB: To. conventions? Oh yes. They certainly did. Provincial 
I've seen tha.t. 

conventions. They were very important too. I should say 
h · ve 

here you know-·. at the beginning were I' said that. 
~ea~le:r:ta.,.,tha t · 

the Communist Party ••• many of the leaders of the IWA 

in the days when I came down in the '40's were members 

of the Communist Party, that at I.Lake Cowichan, the 

membership was pretty broad, the membership of the 

Auxiliary and like Edna Brown was a member of the 

Communist Party as was her husband who had worked in 

the,Workers Unity League as a very young man. He used 

to go around collecting nickles and dimes. They were 
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MB: (cont) ... all young in those days. And some of the members 

of the auxiliary were member-s of the Corrununist Party, but. 

not very many. Very £ew. Most of them were just ordinary 

people in Lake Cowichan· -you see JNhat had happened was 

that there had been a split in the union. There were 

pressures both within and without of the union at the 

time. The cold war had come on in earnest and you know, 
had started in the United States 

McCarthyisrn, so that there was real witch-hunt on 
ly, really a 

against anybody that was not just corrununist but you know, 

all kinds of people were labelled as such who weren • t. 'And this vas 
people United States 
-~ the . and Canada too. All sorts of people lost 

their jobs and respectibility. And the same thing happened 

in Canada. So that it looked as if, I guess I 1 d better 

not say anything about this , but what happened was that 

in order to safeguard the gains and the rights of the 

union, the split took place in the IWA and those who 

called themselves the 11 progressive 11 element broke away 

and formed the Woodworkers Industrial Union of Canada. 

Which lasted for about a year. And then it was dissolved. 

Because there was alot of hostility and litigation 

involved between the factions. It was a breakaway. It was 

the first Canadian ynion, and certainly didn•t succeed. 

But anyway, my husband left Vancouver and went to 

Lake Cowichan where he 1 d worked originally as an organizer 

and as a logger. To organize the Woodworkers Industrial 
There was about 

Union of Canada. We had the biggest number there~ 
of our 

300 membership. They were former, of course, IWA members. 
l"loodworkers Industrial Union of Canada 

And we had the Au xi li ary, the · · 1 " , Au xi 1 i ary. The s arne 
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MB: (cont) ·~·people who had been in the other union exeeptfor those who 
had-well there was a 

. strong nucleus of what had been the other 

auxiliary. And they worked. They could do anything at 

all. They were the most artistic bunch of women. They 
the 

could put on a dance with just the greatest most 

painstaking efforts. Nothing was .too much trouble for 
we had 

them. And the feeling was very strong, the greatest 
will 

feeling of togetherness that I ever know in my life. 

We fought for to save the union, you know. And of course, 

I was a member of that. I learnt alot about unions .,flrfirchhrthem. 

SD: Was there a division in the community between the IWA and 

the Woodworkers Union? 

MB: Yes there was. Some people who had lived there for 

twenty years and were great friends, didn't speak 

after that. ~ind you , I didn't come up until after 

the thing had happened, so that I didn't experience it. 

Everyone I met was a new person whether they were in the 
so 

WIUC or not.11, I didn • t experience this really traumatic 

division that took place in that community. 

SD: Did that have an effect on the women in the community? 

MB: Oh yes, very much so. Yes, because friendships were 

broken and people wouldn't speak to each other and well 

I guess what it did, it drew the left. wing closer together 

than ever. 
in terms of almost 

SD: Was the division mostly along political lines, Party 
people who were Labour Progressive Party members 

allegiance, CCFers versus ... or was it broader than 

that? 

.MB: Well, let's see now. Because, I didn't know any CCFers. 
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MB: (cont) ••• What I mean to say is·· if I .met you, I 
the 

wouldn't know if you were inCCF' •. How would I know? If you see '"hat 
I mean. 
So that I didn't really know wh~n I met a person what 

party they would be in. I don't think that I wouid 

say that it was-along political lines. It was probably 

more what really was at stake was the leadership of the 
I . 

union.whi,.c:h::he IWA. It had been very militant and it had 

made gains and it was effective.' And of course, this is 
they .. wanted to, pour 

what,1 the bosses wanted to \scorn on so that they could 

weaken the union. And I think that was the line. It was 

more the respectibi:lity of being in the IWA, or the 

renegade WIUC. Because we put on dances and .there were 

people of all political stripes who used to come. As 

far as I know th~y were all political stripes. It 

depended on how much principal they had or how much 

they were intimidated by the Red.Bogey, the McCarthyite . 

.. t. scare and all that. 

And people who were very1 very close friends of those 

progressive people who were in the breakaway uniqn, some 

would come and some wouldn't, not for years, but they §tttiLtu 
.t 

wanted to come. It was a question of respecability I 

think. 

SD: Did the split mean that you lost your job:·:· with the IWA? 

MB: Oh yes. There was no paycheck attached to working for 
attached to that. 

the WIUC. No,there was no paycheck. That was going right 

back to 'the begintiing of organizing for no s~lary. If 

you made some money collecting dues, you ate. And if 

you didn't, well, you didn't. And this is how we lived 
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MB: (cont) •.. when we went to Lake Cowichan. My husband and 

another man, George G~afton, used to go out and 

collect dues and we lived on that. And sent money 

in to the Vancouver office. 

SD: Had you been working for the IWA right before the 

blowup? 

MB: Yes. 

SD: So did you sort of voluntarily decide to leave or 

did it get really difficult for women who had been 

working for the union who had been sympathetic to 

the old leadership of the IWA in 1948 when all the 

big debates were going on? 

MB: Well now, let me see. I was working for Local 171, that was 
for awhile, 

the Loggers Union and I think just before the split 

took place, I think I had been asked to go over and 

work for Nigel a bit longer,before that. That '.s 

where I was working just before the split took place. 

So I stayed there for a little while and then it 

looked as if Bergie was going to be staying up at 

Lake Cowichan to organize, so I left and whent up 

to stay with him, at Lake Cowichan. 

SD: Did you know women who worked in the mills at all 

during that period of time? There were women I guess 

under IWA jurisdiction. 

MB: Yes, well, I did know one or two, who happened to be 

friends·of ours. 

SD: Were they involved in the auxiliar ies as well~ 

MB: Not the one I knew, or two that 1 knew. No they did 



Myrtle Bergren 1602-2 Page 29 

MB: (cont) .•• their work and were in the IWA itself. 

SD: Were there discussions in the union about issues 

facing women, like equal pay ..• 

. MB: Oh yes, they were very strong. From what little I 

know about it, yeah. 

SDi Do you recall any of what was said around those 

issues. In the union, like maternity leave, or anything which might 
specifically effect women? 

MB: No, I don't remember anything like that. 
there who .. were 

SD: Were women on leadership bodies of the union at all? 

MB: Yes there was. Gladys Shu11~man was one. She was the 

business agent for Local 217 in Vancouver. 

SD: Did the IWA encourage women to get active in the union? 

MB: Oh yes, they certainly did. 

SD: Do you remember any of the things specifically that they 

did to try and push women to be a bit more active. 

MB: Well, I know that they tried to involve the women in 

the Auxiliary ... I know they did at Lake Cowichan anyway 

as much as possible because they were very strong that 

way. About.Vancouver I don't know. Mostly theywere 

office workers , the ones that I knew.And ~f course 

the office workers in the IWA were very talented girls~ 

They could write newpaper columns, they could really 

do fine work. 

SD: Did they write for the newspaper? 

MB: Yes, Winnie Williams did. And you know, the other girls 

could too. 

SD: Were there any ... there was Women Auxiliary material prihtecl. 

in the newspaper, were there also lets say, special columns 

I 

on women's issues such as equal pay, childcare? 
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MB: Yes there was. Yes, I did some of those myself. 
s 

I did one on co-operative. I remember well. But 

I guess I did about half a dozen all together. And 
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then other people did these .columns too. Mona Morgan 

did some. 

SD: Did you have any children? 

MB: No. 

SD: Do you remember other women talking at all about the 

kind of problems that they faced around childcare? 

MB: Yes I.do. I remember women talking about the lack of 

Daycare. This was an issue that they were always 

talking about. And this was a very strong issue with 

the Women's Auxiliary in Vancouver and ~orne of the 

people in Lake·Cowichan b~ca11'5eit wasn't that much 

of an issue there as most of the women didn't work. 

'- SD: In Vancouver, was there any organizing done around 

day care? 

MB: I think there was, but I seem to remember Mona Morgan 

had quite alot to do with that and Caroline McFarlane. 

You may know Jimmy McFarlane who was the president 

of B.C. Teachers Fed. It's his mother. She is on that 
this side of 

picture. She is holding the banner. 

SD: Did you remember at thQ time maybe thinking or hearing 

other women say that some of the responsibilities 

that women faced in terms of work within the home 
either 

stopped them from being active within the union or 

.the Auxiliary? Did women ever express that as a concern? 

MB: Well, I remember them talking about co-operatives. They 

used to talk about how many dishes we do a day and how 
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MB: (cont) •. ~many meals we cook a day, and where it could 

all be done co-operatively. And you know it was rather 

a utopian idea because it wouldn't work in our society, 

I don't think. But at the time or course, we thought 

that was a pretty good issue. And another thing I 
and this 

remember too, is about George Grafton who was a first• 

ra~e organizer for the union. But they had a child, and 

when Agnes his wife had to go to an Auxiliary meeting, 

George did not like to have to babysit. So there you 

have the two different .. we were all very conscious of 

that, that he was a great organizer, but he thought 

that the women should look after babies. In his case 

anyway. 

SD: Did the women try and sort of put pressure on the men 

to_be more responsible about things like baby sitting, 

and work within the home and that kind of stuff.Doing th~ir shareof 
the housework? 

MB: Well, let's see now. No, I think women in Lake 
:was 

Cowichan felt that women's work~ the work that they 
that. 

did, they were born to do and that sort of thing. 

Of course in my case it was different because I 

considered ·:;: , myself liberated. You know, 

so Bergie, he would help whenever he had time. 

SD: In a way, I've asked-this already, but specifically 

were women who were active in the union~politically 

active as well. As a rule. 

MB: Yes, I think so. As I say, in Lake Cowichan and some of 

the ones I knew in Vancouver were. Not all of them. 

Politics doesn't appeal to everyone, it's rather a 
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MB: (cont) ••• deep subject. And women union activities 

was as much as alot of them wanted to go. Although 

we used to discuss political issues and women were 
offi··Parliament 

really acquainted with government, actsAthat affected 

us. We • d discuss them and pass .resolutions on them. 

SD: Would you do that in the Auxiliary? 

MB: Ye·s. 

SD: What was the attitude of men in the union. towards 

women who were active? Both to the Women's Auxiliary, 

but also to women who were active inside the IWA. 

MB: It was very good. They really appreciated anything 

that you did, anything that you could do. In my 

experience anyway. 

SD: Were they, did they support the idea of special 

contract clauses for women for example around equal 

pay or maternity leave or' ·.any of th6se issues~ 

MB: Well, I·. can • t remember those issues being brought 
dealt 

up because we always with the issues that,· 

you know, concerned the men mainly. I can 1· t remember 

anything being brought up. It would be brought up in 

Vancouver at conventions~ I'm sure. 

SD: Was there any, in 1946 at the end of the war, was there 

any discussion or concern about la:Y,:offs in terms of 

women who had entered the lumber industry during th~ 

war,_ losing their jobs? 

SD: Yes, I think there was. I think that, as I say, I only 

knew a·few of them that worked in the mills, but.! know 

that there were women who worked in Port Alberni Plywoods 
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MB: and in the Fraser Valley, and I think alot of them 

lost their jobs eventually. 

SD: What kind of role did the women play in the 1946 Trek? 

Were there women involved in that? 

MB: Oh yes, I should say. The women at Lake Cowichan were 

very strong. Y()u see, the IWA began really in Lake 

Cowichan,· this is why I'm talking so much about it, 

because it happened to be a place where the union got 

a foothold and from there it was able to grow. So 

the Auxiliary there was very important. And they 

carried on during the strike. They really did a 

wonderful job. They met every day and decided and 

discussed what they were going to do. They met 

with the union, and formed their plan of action 

of the day and tied it in with what the whole 

province.was doing, the 4istrict was doing. And when 

they went on this Trek to Victoria, nearly everybody 

in Lake Cowichan went. And the women of Lake Cowichan 

Auxiliary were the ones that headed up the Great Trek 

in Victoria. And it was a great trek. They were the 

ones that headed the whole procession up. 

SD: So the women actually marched. 

MB: Edna Brown was right in the forefront. She was the 

President of the District Auxi1iar~es: 

SD: Was there co-ordination then between the different 

women's ~auxiliaries'? 

MB: Oh yes. 

SD: Would there be like a central steering committee? 
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MB: Yes, there was. They had provincial conventions and 

they had their resolutions, usually very good, strong 

ones, you know. 

SD: And would those resolutions become union policy, generally? 
yes,. 

MB: Now this is something, yes and no. Because it was a job, 

first of all to have the resolutions passes, that was 

fine, but to have people keep on that track when they 

had passed a resolution that they were going to do a 

certain thing. To keep them on that track was quite 

another job. So you see, I can give you examples, it 

was quite a job. J;t was easy enough to pass a resolution 

at a convention. There was alot of good talk, and you 

go away feeling, "Oh boy, now we're really going to do 

it", and to keep them on the track though was a 

different thing again. 

SD: Could you give me some examples of policy or resolutions 

that the Auxiliary passed? Just to get a sense of the 

kind of questions that they dealt with. 

MB: At a convention? Well, I can't remember what they would 

pass at a provincial convention. There will be minutes 

though, of the old days. I have the resolutions that 

they would pass at Lake. Cowichan, which of course, would 

be co-ordinated with the whole provincial district, but 

I'd have to go and get it. 

SD: Was there any relationship between the IWA women's 
and the longshore 

auxili~ry and the fisherman's auxiliary? 

MB: Well, I think there probably was, but that would probably 

be through some other body. I can't tell you that 

specifically. 
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SD: Was your family supportive of your ·work, your activity 

with the Auxiliary? 

MB: Well, What do you mean by family? Oh,.my husband! Oh yes, 

he couldn't be otherwise. But my other, the rest of 

my family in the Okanagan? No, they.were not. The 

people in the Okanagan were anti-union and were like.me, 

I had been too, when I .left ·the Okanagan. No they were 

not. We Used to go up and see my brother and family, 

and talk it over with them and my school friends and 

chums and they were very much against the union. And 

they thought I had crossed over the line to marry 

a person who was "ttork:i.ng in the IWA. Because my sister-

in-law and brother used to argue with us about it, and 

we might have _- .· -~ · them ·convinced o f · the logic of 

the thing, but I can remember themsaying"Well, we'd 

rather have the devil we know, than the devil we 
SIDE II: 

don't know". And one of my school chums, you know they 

had orchards, apple orchards and they used the wood for 

food boxes and when the price· for the·. wood boxes went 

up, they'd blame the IWA for this and they thought they 

were < enemies. So, we had quite a time with that part 

of my family. 

SD: The auxiliary representatives, they were elected, right, 

from local bodies? 

MB: .Yes, yes. 

SD: Do you feel that there is any women specifically who 

shotild.be mentioned, you mentioned Edna Brown, but 

other women who should be mentioned for their activities? 
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MB: Well, I guess that Lil Godfrey, she was one of Edna's 
and associates. 

very close friends. She wasn't a speaker like Edna 

was, but she was a very, very smarts. good woman. 

Hard-worker , very logical. She came from an old 
in F.xtension, 

family of coal miners in Nanaimo, so she knew the 

union right from the beginning, from all the dark 

developments in:. Extension, you know. 

SD: Women were involved in the 1946 strike~ Were there 

any other struggles after that where women were 

active? In support of the union? 

MB: Oh yes, in the split of the union in theWIUC. Before I 

go on, though, I'd like to mention another woman. Of 

course she is gone, and this is not in the IWA, this 

is in the mine-workers union, and that was Lempy Guthrie 

from Ladysmith. Her husband, Sam Guthrie was the CCF 

member of the legislative assembly for years and years. 

He had spent two years in jail, or a year. He didn't 

do anything, nothing at all wrong. But because he was 

president of the union, he was jailed and he stayed in 

jail for a year. But when he came out he was elected 

MLA and carried on for about twenty years. And his wife 

L.effipy, outlived him and she was a great person. Sam 
Sam was CCF. Bergie, you know-we're not in the 

was too. Bergie Communist Party, we 
never, how shall I say it, he 

ha Vl' t been f 0 r:1ui te some time, but Bergie got along 

with everybody. ·cPd so did Sam, Guthrie . . Sam and Bergie 

were good friends and politics didn't matter. It 

just didn't matter. It was a matter of getting the 
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MB: (cont) ... union on its feet and do the logical thing, 

but at some period of time personality conflicts 
you see, 

developed p.rnongst leadership, because leaders like to 

feel powerful and there's this clash as to who was 

going to have the power and who was going to look 

like he was the big shot and all this sort of thing. 
the top . 

And alot of that carne into leadership ,iJn ihe': union. 

SD: What happened after the Woodworkers tried to organize. 

It failed~ right? 

MB: Yes it did, it failed. Because, well, there were 300 

members at Lake Cowichan and District, and they 

probably would have built up. But it was a 
good 

yea~ after the split and what's the of having 

two unions in one industry, because it only benefits 

the employer. It doesn't help the woodworkers to have 

two unions fighting one another in the same 

industry because the employers just use that as a divisive ,tppl. 

riU , ...... _ 

SD: So, did the woodworkers go back into the IWA, or try 

to~ 

MB: Well, many of them did, but the leaders were banned for 

life. 

SD: And what thct mean in terms of women who had been 

active in the Auxiliar ies~ Were you also banned? 

MB: In the auxiliaries? Some of them eventually went back in, 

but bT this time, there were alot of personal animosities 

you see, because the animosity was very strong during 

this period so that it took a long time before people 

got back to being friends again. And joining anything. 
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MB: {cont) •.. so that the ones that had been in the 

Auxiliary formed what was called a branch of the 

Congress of Canadian Women. You may have heard of 

that. And they carried on the same kind of work 

that we had done before in the Auxiliary. Political 

work. Peace work. We were very strong in the peace 

movement. 

SD: In Lake Cowichan, after the split in the union, 

what kind of work did you do? 

MB: Well, when we carne up there, Bergie had gone up there 

a few months ahead of me to try to organize the 

Woodworkers Industrial .lilian of Canada. And I carne 

up, maybe, a couple of months later. I carne up in 
to live, 

May 1948, no- 1949, and we lived in the union office. 

The man who rented us this small house was Oscar 

Branting. And he was a very -loyal, devoted member. 

Gosh, he was a good man. And he belonged to no 

political party whatsoever, he was an independent 

thinker himself. But he was very militant about his 

loyalty to the old leaders of the union and so he 

· rented us this cabin, and he was taking a bit of 

a chance, because he could be very unpopular at this 

time~ So we lived in this horne, our little horne wa_s 

the union office, ahd I was the secretary for the 

union, and I used to do the books for the union and 

so we·had loggers in our house most days and when 

the layoff season carne, they'd be around there all 

the time because it was the union office. And weekends 

they'd be at our place, we'd have they'd come down 
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on the Friday night and they'd have a bottle, and 

they'd want a place to drink it so they'd come to 

our place. Then we'd have sornel;>ody sleeping on the 

1 
chesterfied :or somewhere else, and in the rnorn.ing 

Saturday, we'd have the union meeting, I'd have the 

books all done up and ready and then that night the 

auxiliary would put on a dance and I'd be working on 

that and then after the dance they'd all come over 

to our place again and we'd have a party. And so 

it got so that I got so t.ired ·of all this business, 

· that sometimes I'd think, 11 Oh boy, it's Friday, · I 

won't have to get up early tomorrow .. , because I 
o'clock 

used to get up at 5:00 in the morning to get Bergie 

off to work, and then I•d think, 11 0h no, they'll 

be corning in from the carnps 11 • And then when :Sergie 

would get horne from the camps, I'd say, 11 Let's 

hurry up and go to Victoria tonight, and stay in 

a hotel and they won't know where we're at. 11 

Because we got. tired of it, but I used to love them 

too, because I heard so many good stories and.they 

were great people. Just the greatest guys. 

SD: Did you used to cook for them? 

MB: Oh yeah, sure I did. You did everything·. I can remember 

one might they all carne over to our house for a party 

and little simple things wouldn't do me, I had ·to do 
deb it up brown, 

something fancy, so I was cooking waffles for about 
on the dance 

twenty people·. And you know, after I'd worked all day, 

and danced all night too. And Bergie, well, nobody 

helped me, just Owen Brown. So after that, I figured 

he'd better help too, because tom 
e, socialism 



Myrtle·tsergren Page 4U 

MB: (c;nt) ..• meant equality, and it didn't mean that the 

. '-- women did all the work while_1 the men sat around, you 

know .. 
The role that 

SD: . ~-. . • . • • the women played in. terms of support for 
it 

the union and community organizing and so on,was really 

central to the success of the union? 

MB: Oh yes, I do, defin;·itelY• :Yes. Bergie had told me 

that. The old organizers, absolutely •. They had a 

very essential role to play and at times they couldn't 

have operated without them. Without the women. Because 
the 

they were the forefront of the union at times when 

men didn't dare to be in the forefront of the union. 

SD: Did the women who were involved talk: o.r t.ry., .. · to 

organize not only around union support but ales 

around their conditions as women, as well? 

MB: Well, yes, but not too many_of them discussed this. 

Jean Carlson at Lake Cowichan was the one for that. 

To talk about things like, oh, co-op smd , lightening 
I remember, I said they didn't, but I think 

women's work and yes, ·they did discuss having 

faci~ities for have child day-care, you know, up theie. 
this 

·They discussed · . ·because they all had small children 

at the time. They had their problems. So it used to 

come up in our meetings. 

Yes, they were trying to organize the IWA in the Okanagan. 

This-was in 1946, in the fall. And my husband was 

organizing for the IWA which was a CIO Union and 

there was a jurisdictional dispute going on between 

the United Packing: lOuse Workers of America (CIO) and 

the AF of L :Union, and I can't remember the full name 
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MB: (·Cont) ••• of it. Bergie could remember it. 

SD: Was it the Fruit and Vegetable Workers? 
AF of -L. 

MB: I think it was~ yes. So anyway, being ·: up there 

organizing the IWA, CIO~ ; naturally the IWA 

supported the United Packinghouse Workers of America 

because it was a CIO union. So, 
we were·in 

we had, · the 

same office, you see, Bergie was organ.izing out in 

the field and I know that there was another girl, Gladys, her name is 

Gladys Hyacinth now, but her name was Glady_s ? . But 

anyways she and I were secretaries in the IWA. And 

we were both so dedicated you know. And we were 

helping the UPWA. We stayed up all night rolling off 

a leaflet one time and didn't go to bed at all. The 

IWA this was, it wasn"t the 
· a leaflet 

UPWA, I'm getting mixed 

I."- . 
It was, for the IWA, ! - -

'-
_ 1. that we were 
-~~~ 

'llP· 

going to roll off and distribute first thing in the 

morning. And we went out there and handed out these 

leaflets. They were still throwing them on the ground 

at this time. We weren't making any headway, but--I 

do remember going out to help organize for the UPWA (United Packing
house Workers of America) 
with the organizer who was in charge up there. I 

had been raised in the Okanagan and I had worked at 
in c 

the Kelowna Growers-Exchange and the paking h.ouse. I 

knew people that worked there you know, they had known 

me when I was five years old when I first came from 

England. And do you know, when I was handing out 

these le.aflets, two of the women who had known me since 

I was five years old walked past me and said.1 "Why don't 

you go back to Russia." I thought';fuy gosh."This was 
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MB: (cdnt) •.• the sort of attitude that they had.And we 
United Packinghouse WoEkers of America buttons. 

were wearing UPWA buttons . ., And the boss of the 

packing house, who knew me too, came along and said, 

"What's that, you people w~nt apples?" So, the~'d 

scoff at you. So this was in the beginning of the 

o~ganizing of United Packing~H9use workers. 

SD: Did they get organized? 

MB: Oh yes, but they got·organized, they were beginning 

to get organized. I played v~ry little role in that • 

.. I just happened to be up there at that time for a 

couple of months • 

. so: Were there meetings of people at that time? 

MB: Oh yes, I have pictures 'Of the meetings that they 

had in Pentiction and you know, they had regional 

meetings. 

SD: Did you go to those meetings? Did you speak at them? 

MB: · Oh yes, I was there, but no, I never was·· a speaker. 

I always used to be the secretary. 

SD: Were most of the women workers·there 

MB: Yes they were. I can remember some of the conditions 

they had. The toilets were open, there was a row of 

toilets there·and no doors on them. And that sort of 

thing .. They were cold,· wages were low, and I'm sure 

that's ·' some of the conditions they wanted impr.oved. 

SD: WEre you ever a paid organizer for them? 

MB: No, I never received any moneiy for anything, except· 

when I worked with the IWA in Vancouver, and then 

I ·received ·. good wages. $35.00 a week which was 

good wages in those days. 
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SD: 'lhe people who were organizing the Packinhouse 

workers, did they try and get women who were working 
i 

inside the Packinghouses to assist in the organzing 

MB: Ohyes, they did. And they had some too. 

SD: Did they face blacklisting, or any of the kinds of 

discrimination that the men·who 1 d 
faced 

the forest industry ? 

organized in 

MB: Not that kind, because at that time unions were 

beginning to become organized quite strongly. At 

the coast they were really organizedstrongly. But 

the Interior was far behind the Coast. 
rlZ 

SD: What effect did the govewnment legalization of the 

unions have on the ability to organize? Do you 

remember any discussion of that? 
for'it 

MB: NO, but I think that people were not fired after. 

I wonder if I have on there about the time when I 

went organizing out in Rutland in a packinghouse 

where I had known everybody, and where they had 

known me since I was five years old. And when we 

first came out from England. And when I was handing 

out the leaflets at this place, I had by the way a 

person who was sympathetic and who was going to 

join the.union right then and there. And two 

people who 1 d been next door neighbours of our~ 

walked by and said "Why don•t you go back to Russia." 

SD: Was there support for the organizing campaign. of 

the Packinghouse workers from other unions. The IWA. 



Myrtle· Bergren 3602-2 Page 44 

-MB: Yes, yes, de fin ·;itely. · 

SD: What kind of things did they do. Give them money? 
. ' 

MB: Well, I think they did .. Yes. I can't remember., but 

I'~ pretty sure they would and,or any organizational 

help that they could. We helped. We worked in the 

same office as them, you see, and we helped in 

every way that we could. 

SD: Were you involved in any struggles around specific 

legislative issues.,, 1 ike unemployment insurance, or 

against layoffs, rather than just strikes .•. 

MB: Well, I remember a demonstration in VAncouver. This 

had to do with the IWA. And it was during the Sun 

and Province newspaper strike. And the IWA, of course, 

•.• I don't know just who, as there was a great .crowd 
Sun 

around that building ..• ! don't know why I'd be there, 

I guess the IWA was helping the pickets or something~ helping the 
picketline!.' 

And there was this newspaper·van which was being 

driven out by a strike breaker and the great crowd 

of people who were helping the pickets .. And I do 
It was 

remember,· I think this was in 1946, the Province strike-:that's it. 

And somebody set fire to the newspapers in this van • 

.. I remember that as plain as anything. And the van 

had to stDp of course. It was quite a colourful 

episode, that. I remember that because I sold my first 

article to the VAncouver Province during the strike. 

And I ·thought, what irony that I should have just come. 

into the labour movement and that my first article should 

be published then. I got $16 for it. 
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SD: When did you begin to write. After that? 

MB: NO.i I had b~en writing before, I had been writing little 
Kelowna 

things for the eour1er_when I worked there and then for 
1 

the Princeton-Smilkimeen Star when I worked there and 
·- - -· 

then for the PRovince. 

SD: Did you write for the Communist Party ~apers? 

MB: Yes, I used to put out a bulletin for the Communist Party. 

-I forget ~hat it was called, but it went to the loggers. 

I Was always involved with-the woodworking 1.ndustry. It 

was a little regular bulletin that went out to the camps 
the They 

and that. We had our, contacts. used to send in money 

for various campaigns_and things that we were putting on. 

SD: The Communist Party had study groups around women. Did 

they organize o'ther activity around women's rights at 

all? In the period of the '40's. 

MB: I can't remember specifically any women's demonstrations 

or anything except for that '46 strike. I can't 

remember any others. There probably were. 

SD: Because of your union and political actit vi ty, did you 

every face, for example, searches by the RCMP or the 

police of your home? 

MB: Yes, we did. I forget what year it was, but it must 

have been 1952 because we were building our house in 

Lake Cowichan, 1951 or 1952, we were building a log 

house. And the police came to search our house for a 

paper that they were looking for. Something to do 
The WIUC. 

with the split in the union. Because there was alot 

of legal litigation at that time and it was an older 
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MB: ( cont) •.• man, I'd say about 4 5, and a very young 

officer of the RCMP. So of. course, I'd been used to 

policemen ., working in the courthouse in Princeton. 

So I invited them in as I would anybody else. I wasn't 

going to have them treated any differently from 

anybody else. They told my husband what they were 

after. We had nothing to do with :it and I forget 

what.~.I think Bergie kept saying that he didn't 

know anything about this paper that they were after. 

So then they asked me, and I just said, 11 Well, as 

far as I'm concerned, I say exactly what my husband 

saya. 11 Whatever he says, I back him up. ~~nd that's 

all there was to it. Of course, we knew there was 

no such thing in our house, whatever paper they were 

looking for. So then, of course, this older man, in 

a very polite, almost apologetic way, he said, 

11 Well, we'll have to search the place ... So I said, 

.. you go right ahead ... And we had just got the floor 

down, you know, the wooden floor and we didn't have 

any bathroom. We had a pot, one of those big white 
it was, 

enamel things with a lid. And we were sleeping in 

the living room yet. And of course, the pot wasn't 

empty. And so I ran, and said 11 0h, just a minute 

don't·look yet ... And I went to empty the pot. And 

the young one thought, that now I was going to hide 

something that he was looking for. Y?u could tell, he 

was going to watah me. The older one, he saw what I 
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(ccint) .•. was doing and he said "oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo. I 

understand." So anyway, I took the pot away. Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. · We have a black case that 

Bergi~ had when I met him, . we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
You know? 

has the w6rds on it ~Importan~ Papers", So here the 

young one finds it in a dravver. And so because he 

saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, "Oh, here 
we are!" 
There was nothing in it, just ordinary income tax 

a few 
papers and other thin~s. But because it had these 

it, 
two war· ds on it, he thought he'd found what they 

were looking for. Of course they hadn't. So it got 
3 or o'clock 

to be 4:00 artd I made a cup of tea just like I do 

for ourselves and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I :alk to 

anybody. And they said thank you very Jll'uch. And they 

left. And that was the end .. of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This didn't have to 

do with the union ..• well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to somehody's 

place. It was always well known where you went and I 
who knew, 

never cared where I was at. But the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well, I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(cont) .•. was doing and he said 11 oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo. ,I 

understand ... So anyway, I took the pot away. Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the .older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. - We have a black case that 

Bergi~ had when I met him, ~we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
You know? 

has the words on it "Important. Papers 11 • So here the 

young one finds it in a drawer. And so because he 

saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, 11 0h, here 
we are! .. 
There was nothing in it, just ordinary income tax 

a few 
papers and other things. But because it had these 

it, 
two wor ds on it, he thought he'd found what they 

were looking for. Of course they hadn't. So it got 
3 or o'clock 

to be 4:00 and I made a cup of tea just like I do 

for ourselves and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I - :alk to 

anybody.·And they said thank you very nruch. And they 

left. And that was the end .~of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This didn't have to 

do with the union ... well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to sornehody's 

place. It was always well known where you went and I 
who knew, 

never cared where I was at. But the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well, I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(ccint) ... was doing and he said "oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo. I 

understand." So anyway, I took the pot away. Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. · ~e have a black case that 

Bergi~ had when I met him, . we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
You know? 

has the words on it "Importan:t: Papers". So here the 

young one finds it in a drawer. And so because he 

saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, "Oh, here 
we. are!" 
There was nothing in it, just ordinary income tax 

a few 
papers and other things. But because it had these 

it, 
two wor ds on it, he thought he'd found .what they 

were looking for. Of course they hadn't. So it got 
3 or o'clock 

to be 4:00 artd I made a cup of tea just like I do 

for ourselves and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I ::.alk to 

anybody. And they said thank you very much. lmd they 

left. And that was the end .. :of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This ·didn't have to 

do with the union ... well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to somebody's 

place. It was always well known where you went and I 
who knew, 

never cared where I was at. But the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well, I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(ccint) ... was doing and he said "oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo .. I 

understand." So anyway, I took the pot away. Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. · ~e have a black case that 

Bergi~ had when I met him, . we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
You know? 

has the words on it ir Importan:l: Papers". So here the 

young one finds it in a drawer. And so because he 

saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, "Oh, here 
we are!" 
There was nothing in it, just ordinary income tax 

a few 
papers and other things. But because it had these 

it, 
two wor ds on it, he thought he'd found what they 

were looking for. Of course they hadn't. So it got 
3 or o'clock 

to be 4:00 and I made a cup of tea just like I do 

for oursel~es and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I :alk to 

anybody. And they said thank you very nruch. And they 

left. And that was the end .. 'of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This didn't have to 

do with the union ..• well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to somehody's 

place. It was always well known where you went and I 
who knew 

never cared where I was at. But the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well,· I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(ccint) .•• was doing and he said "oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo. ,I 

understand." So anyway, I took the pot away._ Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. · We have a black case that · 

Bergi~ had when I met him, · · .. we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
You know? . 

has the words on it 11 Important: Papers". So here the 

young one finds it in a drawer. And so because he 

saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, "Oh, here 
we are!" 
There was nothing in it, just ordinary income tax 

a few 
papers and other things. But because it had these 

it' ' 
two wor· ds on it, he thought he'd found what they 

were looking for. Of course they hadn't. So it got 
3 or 0 I. clock 

to be 4:00 and I made a cup of tea just like I do 

for oursel~es and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I · :alk to 

anybody. And they said thank you very wuch. And they 

left. And that ·was the end .. 'of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This didn't have to 

do with .the union ••• well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to somebody'· s 

. place. It was always well knovm where you went and I 
. who knew, 

never cared where I was at. But the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well, I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(ccint) ... was doing and he said "oh, it's all right, 
I know, 

we lived in a house like this in the Cariboo. I 

understand." So anyway, I took the pot away. Then 

they started to look in the drawers and at everything. 

And you could tell that the older one didn't like it 
He just didn't like to have to look through people's stuff. 

at all, not one bit. - We have a black case that 

Bergi~ had when I met him, . we've always had it. 

A black leather case with pockets in it. It folds and 
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saw these two words, he thought he'd made a find. He said, "Oh, here 
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papers and other things. But because it had these 
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two wor ds on it, he thought he'd found what they 
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for ourselves and they had to sit down and have a 
· would 

cup of tea. And we just talked like I :alk to 

anybody. And they said thank you very Ill'UCh. l'md they 

left. And that was the end ,;of that. But I had 

another experience with them. This didn't have to 

do with the union .•. well the Communist Party used 

to have schools at various places, study sessions, 

you know, you'd go for a couple of weeks to somebody's 

place. It was always well known where you went and I 
·who knew, 

never cared where I was at. B~~ the silliest thing 

was that some of the people in the Communist Party 

at that time thought that everything should be secret. 

Well, I was dead against that, because I don't care 
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(cortt) ... who knows what I'm doing or where I'm 

going or anything else. But this particular time, 
the 

we were supposed to meet at CNR station. And there 

we were, a crowd of people, evidently waiting for 

something. This '.r!asn' t very secret, was it. So here 

we are. And all of a sudden somebody said to me, 
ed 

jThere is a policeman over there." So I look, and 

sure enough there was this RCMP man standing behind 

a little tree about six inches wide. And there he 
at perid 

was, this ·was the height of·the McCarthy , he 

was all curled around this tree in a most idiotic 

fashion, trying to intimidate people by poking out 

and taking pictures with a camera. And I walked 

straight up to him, you know, and I just stood 

and looked at him like this. I didn't say anything. 

But I thought, well, he could read my mind, he could 

tell what a fool I thought he was making of himself. 

He was just trying to intimidate. They'll have 

that picture in my dossier in Ottawa, I suppose. 

(Laughter) • 
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