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Introduction -

S - ~ B
mass production industries during the 1930s. Part of this

1

trend in Canada was the a?%empt'b& workers in the primary"

- .

textile industry to unionize their plants. Large and
L i ‘ e
notable strikes took.plate at Courtaulds, Canadian Cottons,

Wabassg Cdtéon;.Dominiod Woolens. and Worsted and Dominion

‘Textile among.others.l Between 1936 and 1939, rayon and

cotton workers in Cornwall won victories over Cour,r.aul‘dstiJ

and Canadian Cottons that rank with ‘the best of any Canadian

_mdss production industry settlemgnts prior to World. War II.
Iﬁ Quebec during the same‘period, a series of logal textile
’ . . -
#oqflicts'was capped by 'the 1937 province-wide -Dominion

‘Textile strike. :The workers here achieved less as the
‘cotton giant was able to break the back of the Federation
Nationale Catholique‘du'Textile by the spring of 1938.

‘'This thesis will examine the textile workers,) unions and

tileir strikes in three towns: Cornwall, Shdrbrooke and St.

Gregoire de Montmorency.

The literature on workers in Canada 's tended to

N

divide into two broadly defined categories of institutional
and_sqc1a1 histories. This thesis aims to combine these.

"areas via a community study approach. The textile unions’
“growth, leadérship, tactics and, sometimes, political .
activities form the coré of Fhe narrative. However, these

‘events are analysed within the context of the communities .

T
[l

in which they happened,. ’

Industrial unionism waslspreading"thrdugh Norqh America ”

»



The textile strikes cf the 19305, in particular, the 1937

Dominion Textile strike. provide fine opportunities to make such an
’- attempt. Many institutional prieces exist on ‘the Dominidh Textile
strike, the major leaders the, implications‘of tg; strike for Catholiol
unionism and the Union Nationale government, et cetera.3 What does
" not appear is any sense of-the local context prior to the strike; how

the community affected the outcOme or the perceptions of the workers
themselves. The’ textile Btrikes were not fought solely on the .Picket '
line. Alliances were sought within the touns and the struggle over .
local power represents part of the environment in which the workers
operated. In addition. only. by a detailed observation of" the milieu can
even a restricted picture of’ the workers own attitudes emerge. h :
community oriented study; therefore, would seem to be the best method to
penetrate these aspects of the workers lives.

o Cornwall Sherbrooke and St. Cregoire de Montmorency were chosen
because their experiences were likely to answer questions central to the
study of textlile unionism, All were mill towns to varying degrees. The
“case of a textile company being the maJor employer in a town was fairly
typical in the industry.ul This situation carried repercussions for |
.municipal politics and‘the support offered to strikers by other r@sidents.
lThe corporate structure of the companies differed.‘ Courtaulds possessed |
a near monopoly of ¥ylscose rayon production in Canada with all of its
production facilities centralized in one town. Canadian Cottons had
mills in three municipalities and was a large but not the foremost
'corporation in the cotton industry. That honour rested with Dominion

, Textile which dominated chtton manufacturing with an array of plants
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3
spread throughout Quebec.;QThese circuﬁétances frequently determing& .
the #ﬁy in which a company résp;nded to a union or a strike. Women
nade up a éi_gaiﬁcant percentage of the workforce at all of the mills,
took part in the sfcrikés and, in different places, became part of or %
were excluded from the leadership. The events in Sherbrooke, Montmorency

b

-and Cérnwgll’help answer the questions of whethef Women were as militant.
és the men gnq why the female miliﬁanés would or would Aﬁt ﬁarticipate
in the union beyond the rank and file level.5 .
Along with the aforementioned themes, two.points arising from'"
this thesis seem especially important for tﬁe fﬁtﬁre inferpreta;ion'of
Canadlan industrial unionism. The workérs at these threé towns chailenged
the texfile companies before the United Textile Workers of America or
Federation Nationale Catholique du Textile had establisﬁed”an effective
presence. The unions, iather than organizing the workers, took over
and directed a rising militancy. Historians writing on the United Staées'
“industrial union‘expefience have_frequenily noted. the vigarous shop floor
militancy that fueled that body's expansiori.6 What neehs to %e distin-
guilshed in the Canadian conte¥F is how‘much did.shop floo; militéncy
6ontfibute to the industrial union drive. A limited study such as this
cannot fully answer that question yet ‘the issue should be discussed.
Some of thé Quebec millhands, in contrast.to thelir Cornwali dopntefﬁarts.
accepted interventions by lpéal elltes in-thelr early strikes th&t de-
layed unlonizatlon. These actions suggest that 1deoldgicallor cultural
differences Among'the workers affected thelr struggies. Cne shduld not
leap to conclusions aﬁout "conserva#ive;'Quebéc wo?kers.? ﬁowever._.

attention has to Be-paid to the potentlal ihfluenpe—6£\Qi:tinct1veﬁenviron_

ments.
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Chapter I: The Cornwall Expéi-ience 1936

In 1936, an apparently dormant volcano erupted in the smail

French-Bnglish COmmunity of Cornwall.1 This easterm Ontario mill-

. town experienced a strike, from 1l August to-.ll- Septe;n_ber..a.fg one

of its'two major employers, Courtaulds (Canada) Ltd..'e rayon
Tompany . .The disturbance paralleied other labour éxplosions of

the 1930s. The residents of the town witnessed pi%ket line vio-

" lence, aecusations of communisﬁ; governmentai attempts at;pgggéyépn.
'ena tyrmoil in both political and personal community bonds. Unlike
textile strikes elsewhere, ,the workers won decisively. The town's
rayon millhands and cotton workers then joined together in one
union to achieve a second victory, at Canadian Cottons, Cornwall's
second” largest employer. ‘This drama unfolded in a series of bitter
strikes from July 1937 to March 1938. 1In the process, Cornwall
workers won union recognition, some wage\increases and & uzion
shop agreement. This was as much as any g;oup'of mass production -
workers was able to achleve prior to the war.

In Cornwall, or at least at the Courtaulds plant, the workers
began this trek through a surge of shop floor militancy. fhé union
did not enter the town to organlze them. The millhands initiated
" the confiict, and soon opted for conducting their struggle under
a union banner. This experience contrasts with that of the Quebec
workers at Sherbrooke and 35t. Gxegoire de Montmorency who, while

equally militant appealed at Tirst to traditional elites for aid.
~

Only after disappointment with this route had set in, did these



Queoec workers swing strongly to unionism, - -

By almost any definition, Cornvall was a mill towni In 1934,

seventy-five per cent of all the town's industrial employment was
io‘the textile industry.2 Over a quarter of the eleven thoosand

people in the town worked for ‘three textile companies: Powdrell and

Alexander, a small curtain factory, Canadian Cottons and Courtaulds 3 T

When. dependents are taken into account, one cannot_escapeJthe'con-m
] - ..

clusion that the textile industry touched ali‘aspects‘of iocel_iife‘_
Politiclans, local merchants and other toﬂnspeople HOuI&,:of.coufse,

have to Judge whether thelr loyalties should rest with the workers

who were thelr neighbours or the industry necessary for the town 5

.| . ) B H ~
eCconomy.

Women were quite important in these struggles. In 1936* -

they occupied 796 of the 1,753 positions (45. 5 ﬁef cent) at Courtaulds~'“

“and 319 of 1,401 jobs (22.8 per cent) at Canadlan Cottons,a"The N

'hilitent actlons of these female millhands on the picket iipe'uhder;,"?

cut ideas that women were inherently more difficult to organize than
men. The twin arguments that women, being sojourners in the gork
force from adolescence to marriage, did not see their interests linked
to the other factory_workers or that women were fendered docile_byj
some socletall "feminine psychology" do not seem useful here.5 More
difficult to unravel are the attitudes towards Women among the malel‘

ar

union leaders or the women's place in that leadership.
7/

.The corporate structure of Courtaulds and Canadian Cottons also‘

influenced the oourse of events. A Tew producerS»dominated



most divisions of the 19303 textile industry and/reinforced their
position with competition_restricting.agreementSt If the artificial
silk oonpanies‘did not:emblov:the eommon price fixing agreements
used‘in:othen fields, it}is'onlv.because they were ﬁot-necesssry;

In 1935, Courtaulds and. Canadlan Celanese controlled 92.? per cent

‘of the Ganedian.narketeé'”Moreover, Courtaulds stood as the‘Sole'

‘maker of viscose rayon in Caﬁada. a "product. not directly competitive ‘
- with Canadian Celanese's lines and protected by steep tariff barriers.-‘l'.
',Courtaulds remained profitable throughout the Depression and. some- -

‘what atypically. had all of its production facilities concentrated

w
. (-

in one town.
'Canedien Cottons operated in an'ogopolistic rathef than _mono-
polistic market yet-it too remained profitebie; Several producers

Wwere active with a relatively small number dOminating.' Ca.nadia.n

Cottons ‘accounted for'l?.?_per cent of éll sales in_l935_of cotton

‘ysrn snd cloth, second only to the gilant Dominion Textile Cpmpany.7.’

Thercomﬁany aned thfee mills in Neu_Brunswick, one in;Hemilton and
thfee in Cornwall;: The diffefencés“between_Canadian-Cpttons.and )
éourtauldsiled to‘veriations_in-the degree of nesistsnce to unions
and tactics to fight them.. o ‘
As a labour intensive industry. a shift in wage levels could

serlously affect profits;.therefore. employer-hostility to the union—

zation of thelr mills was deeply ingrained. Outside'of‘starving

the workers hack the usual method of defense, employers in the L

1930s often enzaged in a public relations‘offensive.

/-\ .



The cothamr could' trot out m; comnynist or forelgn agitator

Bogeyman to perform for the preSS\\ Over the course of a strike,

‘the unions and the_manﬁgecentIuould\Ehter'a’rhetorical dance over

‘these images. The public perception then could affect the outcome 3
". . . . through the granting or withholding of. financial and political ald.s /
' The town of Cornwall had ioog-e&ﬁence with textile mills

and, on‘occasion,-textile unions, Separately owned textile‘factories .

we.re'constructed in the town immediately after Confederation. The
'ornwall Manufacturing Company constructed a woolen mill in 1868.

o cotton mills, the Stormont Cotton Hanufhcturing Company and

',da Cotton Hanufacturing Company, were built in the late 18?05.8

Together they launched Cornwall into the mainstream of Canadian

< i ‘1ndustrielization. The toun s proximity to the St. Lawrence River

‘ encouraged‘tgis development.‘ By 1892 Canadian Coloured Cottons
(lat_er ne.med Canadian’ Cottons) a.cq‘uired both Cornwall cotton mills | )
as well as ind}vidual Ontario plants in Hamilton, Merritton and
Dundas along with another in Hilltown, New Brunswick Before the
end of the century, though, the company dismantled the Dundas oper-
ation-and sent its equipment to Cormnwall. As well, the company ab-
sorbed the old Woolen miil. the cornuell Hanufactoring Company in | ;
1903, | | |
o Courtaulds, a British firm, was a recent arrival.on the Corn-

wall scene, Courtaulds built a viscose rayon plant. after, securing

Pr]

‘a tariff on 1ts rroduct in 1923.9 ‘The company had decided to erect

_a branch plant xather than supply the’ Canadian market by exports

J -



in order to-ﬁrotect itself from European competitofs.19 Cornwall
was chosen as_the site because of its location relative to othexr
textile centres and the St. Lawrence Rivér.ll

The introduction of a major new firm engendered startling

expansion. = The town's'p0pulétion which had only increased by 715

betweén 1901 and 1921; burgeoned to the extent of'6.698 new residents

between 1921 and 1941, Throughout the late 1920s and 1930s,
Canadian Céttons employment ranged from 1;300 to 1,400 workers, so

a signifiéant part of the credit for the jump has_to be attributed
to Couitaulds which catapultéd from 576 to 1,753 workérs between
1936 and 1936.12 Powdrell and Alexander, a new company, arrived in
1932, It manufactured cotton and raybh curtains and created éUO
new bs by 1934.77 Both C(J)\:lr;ta.ulds and Canadian Cottons did well =
in the depression. The new Conservative government tariffs in 1930
bestowed % virtual nmonopoly on Courtaulds. By 1932, it épun 80

% Reflecting

per cent of all viscose rayon manufactured in Canada.
this dominant position, the British subsidiary completed large scale

expansions in 1931, 1934 and 1938.-.00mpared to this investment

_consultant's dream, Canadian Cottons resembled a weak sister., Al-

though the firm operated several mills, 1t was not'Canada's.largeSt-
b

Cdttons, however, had several points tb recommend it., . The'1930<

tgriff provided for cottons., Moreover, cotton producers enjoyed a

cushion against tbe.depression'for. although people stop buyiﬁg

. consumer ‘durables such as cars or radlos, they still wear clothes.

A

: prdducer of cbtton,jﬁrn, let glone in a monopoly situation. ‘Canadian -
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Only once during the decade, in 1939, did Canadian Cottons suffer-
15 '

an cperating loss on its plants, A rather generous dii@dend—

policy though did cause a drop in overall reserves.16 X-

| Reliable financial records are not'readilyeawailable for’
evaluating Canadian Cottons relative to opher tektile eompani es.
The Turgeon Royal Commission on the Textile ih&pstxy conspiouously_
X complained ‘about Canadian Cottons methods of Judging finanoes.l?
Still studies 1ndicate that textiles performed better than other
manufacturing industries and consisteﬁtly returned profits in
Aifeicult tines, 18 -

Texblle companies expressed a fondness for small ‘town life.
ﬁages"wefe lower fhen in the larger cities: coptroi over the local
labour market ﬁas greater and the deference usually shown by local
polipicians to the area's major employer was more pronounced.lge'
Political‘and soclal protest, however, arose ifi Cornwall concerning
the lese palatable aspects of cotton mille. A Conservative M, P..:
Colonel Dmrby Bergin. crusaded fbr factory legislation in the 1880s.%°
This Was at about'the sane time that the Knights of Labour ‘briefly
gained prominence In the tonn.Z{ Any further unimization attempts
had to wailt for the early 19208 when the United Textile Workers of
America Local #1382 unsuccessfully attempted to penetrate the cotton

,mills.zz

Courtaulds workers in the 19308, like thelr predecessors in
textiles, continued to be dissatisfied. Although artlficial silk

workers, especlally males, were-better pald on average than millhands
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in other s‘ections of the textile industry, textiles themsel ves |
paid notoriously Tow wages.23 Moreover, wage raq;s.ﬁithin the
plant varied widely, depen%}ng on cne's age;-séx or occupation.
In 1936, wages ranged from less than six dollars to fift& doll%;s
weekly‘for'maleg-and from less than six dollars fo‘eighteen doliars
weekiy foxr females;zu .Mo§t of the tex£ile gorkers weTe not “wail"
paid.j As Arthur L;verfy;-the p;esidenf of the Courtauids union
| commented; "I think‘the‘reason these men have asked for an increase
in wages 1s for £he godd old fashloned reason.that’théy can sca;ceiy
live.on what thej are‘making."25
Workers in various departments had their own particular
gfievances, For exampie, the spinning of viscose rayon creates
hydrogen sulphide. Without adequaté ventilation at the mill, this
pas irrit;ted the spinners’ eygs; at times making it_impossibié to
'completg their shiftS.‘ One hember,of,thé departmen£, Harold"
McKissock, comblaine&.‘"Yqu'canﬁot sleep, you cannotleat,l&ou cannot
Ido énxﬁhiﬁg...fgﬁjust seems liké ifAyou throw salt in your eyes;.."26
Carbon-bisulphide; meanwhile, created additional probiems.
Tnis chemical producé& bliéters or a rash, an {rritation eggeerbated
by tﬁe company's refusal to supply g;oveg. Morepvgr, the vapours of
 carbpn bisulphi@e-e#en in low concentrations caﬁse visual.and nervous’
disturbances. Although some workers became'éccliﬁafized'§o these
‘condit}qns,‘mény remained especially sénéitive to the fumes and could'-
Inof work in the spinnlng department. "
L 4

Thé spihners became quite ahgry over the‘situafidn. ﬁrank

Love, one of the orpanizers of the Courtaulds unlon, recalled that
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he had to remind the spinner§ during thé Aupust 1§36_strike to'aﬁﬁ
fb£ a wage increase for themselvés and not Jjust focus oﬁ betﬁer
ventilatioé and working condit%ons.27 _
' . Other complaints at Courtaulds paralleled the litany ofl

.injustices common to the textile industry as a whole. The company

set production quotas so high for women in the reeling room thatl
work had to begin one 'half hour before schedule in order for the

women to a;oid pay réductions.%a- In.effect, Courtaulds reqeiﬁed

a half hour of unpaid iabouf each.day from the reeling rﬁom employées.
These vomen were ngt’aloné;_all depdrtmenté faced periodic speed'ups.zg
Changes in working conditions.cdnéerned the. women as much ;s wages.,
During 1936 contract negotiations, the women .on the negotiating
committee furned down part of”a wage increase offer in order to get

a work ;eduétion.jo -

"Job security did ﬁot gxiétlat the mill. Foremen could dismiss
enployees éﬁd decide on promotidns withdut appeal. Apparently some _
forﬁmgnlabused,this power considqfabiy. _Oﬁ occaslon, one foreman
would run a 1ottery;'parﬁici§ation was compulsory, unemploymént

being the consequence of refusal.Bl

Building the Courtaulds Union:

The preconditions for.unionizatibh already existed; organi-
zational skills and experience wefé harder to come by. Few millhands
had any experience with unions and in this case the initial impetué_
came frdm ﬁn'outsider. One . enployee, after quifting because of the

vworking conditions ai Courtaulds, turned to a local“élcctrician,
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Frank Love, for assistance in organizing the plant., Love, a
Communist Party of Canada member, had previogely helped organize
_an electricians union in Ottawa.32 Sometime 1n-JPne 1936, the
‘two planned a secret meetingifor about a half dozen millhands.
\The rayon mill grapevine insured a large turnout .of ﬁorkers; Tt
' wes felt.tcat enough workers were present co elect union officers.
‘Arthur Laverty, a Courtaulds employee for five years with limited
' experience'of mininé, iron and steel unions in Great Britain, -
stepped forward to become president.
- The ra&on workers soon fbﬁnd themselves employlng Frank Love.
Once news 1eaked out about thelcceation of a union, the feifile |
mills convinceleallinée: Elecfr%chales to fire Love. Ironlcally,'
chis'piobably essisted the ﬁnion's'growth; ove.could now devote
all ﬁis time to organizing. A_sign‘emhlazon/pith "Rayon Workers
" Industrial Union" now stood in & rented store near the mill. Men,
-especiail} the e?innere,lsigned up quickly. Women.ﬂere more hesltant.
Small gatherings.held.tc disccss these grievances helped overcome
the women's reluctance and. many also joined the new union.

At this point a tremendous publicity coup fEll into the
ucion's lap., Frank Love had asked Hamie Lavigne, the union vice
president, and another woman to pick an argumeﬁt in the reeling room
over the workload. and thus dramatize grievances there. Mucﬁ to
Love's chagrin, these women pulled the department's power ‘switchs
Work stopped and the company fired fbur Homen.33 The 191 reeling:

roon women immediately went on strike that day, 31 July 1936. $he

stoppage lasted forty-five minutes, After ﬁhe_uniqn.diacueeed the’
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matter ﬁith the company, it agreeﬁ to rehire the women, following
a onée week suspension. Hhcn the strike occufred, the q?yon Workers
‘Industrial Union had signed up fifty to sixty per'cent of ‘the work-
force. The sudden "victory" facilitated recruitment even f‘urther.34

Having been fcrced to-open discussion with the uﬂiqn,‘Court-
‘aulds decided to go on the offensive.' The company ordered the men
.in the spinning department to stay at their wcrk, threatening dis-
missal if thq& talkcd among themselves about the union. Incehsed,
the spinners walked oct on 11 August.and set up'picket lines at the
plant gates. The union was almost as surprised at the walkout as
the company ‘The local laadership did not want a strike this early, '
" Frank Love observed: .

A strike 1s always the last resort and it is not a
good resort for a new union at all, We had been in
fear of a strike helng provoked and we had been very
- cautious about it. 35
"-_Two days before the strike, the rayon workers had alffiliated with
. the United Textile Workers of America, becoming UTWA Local #2499.
AB a recult the UTWA assigned Alex Welch, a former ﬁorkers Unity
League éffic;al , to Cornwall, thus ‘gil\rin.g the strike onc_ more ex-
perienced leader.jé . -

The Cornwall townspeople must have expected fireworks for
fwo thcusand turned cut. in'thc firct feﬂ,days} to watch the bicket
.line.g? The spectators did nct have to wait long. On 16 August,

a provincial police car knocked down one of the strikers, Dorothy
Lynch. Previously cordial relations with the police abruptly ended

as many of the strikers, including the women, scuffled with the
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officers, Accusations followéd that the ppliée had been trying

fo run the gate. No grresté were made in this confrontation.
Rumours that rayon ‘shipments were té‘be sent out of the mill led,

two days later, to worker attempts to block the plant‘gatgs. Police
and strikers again battled, Although women formed the first few
rpws at the gates, ar?eéts on charges of 1llegal plcketing were’
limited to sixteen mems Injuries were more equitably distributed

as four women were injured in ékirmighes. .Hith trouble brewing, the
_provincisl Liberal government dispatched thirty additional officers.
The presence of Frank Love and Alex Welech, both kﬁéun commun;sts,
.may have shafpened the interest of the proyincial.governmenﬁ.

N  Frank Love soon joined the sixteen arrested picketers. He
was arresfed on 19 Augugt'in the courthouse for leading the pickets
at the‘ 'g,atés. whén Love. promised to continue his union é.ctivities e
Judge Bergerén declared, "Ball will not be. granted if he intends to
carry on his illegalftacﬁiés."js When Bergeron's declsion was over-
furned by'a higheﬁ COuft, he set bail at four thousand deollars, éight
times the max;mﬁm amount &sked for anyone else arrested on the same
charge, Reallzing the difficulties in dealing with the police, the
.un;on.agreed-to rayon shipments. .

The strike was, meanwhile,drawing incieasedvattention and
interest. The CCF and Communist Party of Ontario donated aid and
support. The union 6rchestrateq three prot;st meetings, first on
the arrest of'Love, then on the refusal 'to grant bail, and finally

to hear Love himself talk. Attendance ranged from three thousand
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at the first rally, eight hundred to one thousa.nd a;t the second

and one thousand five hundred at the third, impressive f( lgures for
a town of 12,681,

By 25 Aﬁgést,'atteotion had shifted to the company-union
negotia.sioris., The loca.l management. maintained that no{ major con-
cessions on wages or union recognition could be considered in the f”"
| -a.bsence of Henry Johnson, the‘presiden‘t of Courtatilds (Cana.da.) Ltd.
Whes Jor;nson 'finally did arrive, he 'has‘pi'cpared to compromise on
wages and Working conditions but not union reCOgnition. Claiming 4
to fear communist mf’.luence, he pressed to have anyone officially
connccted to the union dropped from the negotiatingz committee.
Relations .do‘hériora.ted fﬁ;ther on the picket line as well. Police
| arrested nine more bpickets on 31 Augcst when they a..ttempted to
prevent a street railway car ﬁ‘om moving into the plant. The next
day thx;ee men Were arrested ‘for'obs.tmct.ing trucks- io-ten't on enter-

ing the job site. ' .

Throoghout the strike public support grew, The uhion asked
Canadian Cottons workers to picket at Courtaulds, They agreed. The
Canada Bread Comipa.ny allovwed strikers to rcceive bread on credit
and a dairy permitted its left-over milk to be &istribuf‘;‘ed to the -
millhan;ls'.39 The nion began a door—to-door .cs.nvass and local merchants
donated articles for a :c'afﬂe.uo Alex Eamer, a township councillor,
and Ed Watters, a former town councillor, spoke in favour of the

mill workers at a public meeting and at the conclusion of .the strike.

Lionel Chevrier, the local Liberal M.P,, appeared as counscl for

el
-
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the men- charged with illegal picketihg .

Not all the townspeople however, backed the textile
norkers.' The town council used the municipal police fbr plaht .
security at Courtaulds despite the fact that the plant 1\’ built
ocutside the town limits and consequently paid no municipal taxes.'
The local press also claimed that Courtaulds employed special

constables dressed in town police uniforms.41 A Catholic priest de-

6

nounced the rayon union f?om the pulpit, an action which caused
. several of his congregatlon to walk out during the sermon.42 Manifeee.:
tations'pf anti-union opinions. tnough, tended to be in tne mino:itx,
Despite populkr. support and internal_solidarity; the textile, |
workers could not maintain the strike forever; JThe companf hed' .
demanded the dropping of. all union officials from the negotiating
committee and for the representation of a rival company union headed . .
by Paul Riviere. Although in a moment of, bluster, it claimed to
have as many- ag one thousa.nd members, the union did not rega.rd
Hivieme s movement as.a serious th;ee;.QB. Only a: handful of vorkers
had_orossed tne picket line, the membership‘staying strongly witn
tne union, In order to get an agreement however, they had to
concede'on Courtauldsf first demand. Arthur'LaVerty and Alex Welch
removed themselveerfrom the negotiations; Still, alllthose‘nho
signedlthe finel egreementlwere union members, . | |
The 4 September‘contract didnft contein a union re—,
cognition .clause. Neverthelees,-ltne Courtanldslemployeee had

won almostall of their wage and.  working

[



'condition demands. Among the concessions were across the board pay
raises, a grievance procedure.bseniority fbr promotions. payment
ifbr shifts 1ost due to sore eyes in spinning as well as lower limits
:_on production levels in the reeling room and spinning departmenth
-The rayon workers had wou an unprecedented victory among Canadian
1.mass production workers. They everi had been able to enpineer this--
" Yesult without long term preparation or significant financial backing
f from the UTWA whose only real contribution was the assigning of Alex
| -Welch to the strike. | ‘ -. ' | '
| A very basic preCOndition for a strike is that the workers be
'lswilling to confront the employer and continue their struggle in the
'face of" considerable hardship. For whatever reason - poor working
:conditions the speed up, shared workplace complaints - the Cornwalll
'millhands demonstrated a vigorous shop floor militancy and: solidarity.‘
" The United Textile Workers of America did not enter the town to organize
- the 1ocal. The workers there organized themselves. EVen When outside"' .
":help was sought wcrkers turned to an experienced organizer within the, .
' community. Only after the decision ta. affiliate with the UTWA did ‘
. Alex-Welch- arrive in Cornwall.- Ihroughout the struggle at Courtaulds
- the rayon workers relied upon their owWn resources with little ald
:coming from the UTWA. " | |
The economic situation of the country and at Courtaulds was also
" a key factor in the workers victory. The year 1936 witnessed a. _
' general economic upturn in most industrial fields including textiles.“’z‘t

) Naturally employers would prefer to be Operatinp in such a time and
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recrulting strikebreakers might be move difficult. Courtaulds, as
nentioned earlier, had gpeen profitable in the 1930s with a virtual .

. monopoly of the Ca.na. istose rayon market. One aspect ‘of this
situ;tﬁion was that the'com ny could use its accumulated profits to
ride out a long strike secure in the knowledge that no other cor-
poratlon was in a position to cut into its market. All the production
facilities, howevem, H;:re l«ocated 1n one town and this balanced the
‘ 'ad.va.nta.ges of monopoly. The Ra.yon Workers Industria.l Union needed to
opgrate only in Comwa.ll ;"avoidi_ng the difficulties of coordinated
action among sefer_;a.l t'ox;';;s... '-Moreover, production could not be shifted
to other plants., While Efohrta.ulds did not have to worry about another
' company usurping its-marfcet, no profits whatever were generated during
a.- strike, : )
| Couftauios was a.lSo‘v'ﬁle.perabler on 2 technical level to a strike.45
Viscose assumes tho dens_i@y of soffc ﬁood when .left statiomary. Cleaning
miles of piPos' filled with ha;;'qooed visooseic_lela.yed the reopening of
the plant for several weeks'.'adding to the expense of the strike.
For this reason.‘ the rayon mill had to -judg'é -co.‘refillly the cost of
l alienating its. employees to the polnt when:e they woul]..gi strike. The
_ company could not constantly renoge on-a contract to whittle away the
union, ’ E\..ren a short dispute 'coul'd.seriousl:y inflate costs.
" The Coonuall rayon workers aiso'haa the advantage of ﬁigher

- pay than their counterparts in various other branches of the industry.

Textlles did'not pay well compared to other industrial occupations,

»

rd
-
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yet male rayon workers recelved more money than other male textile
workers. Female rayon workers stayed close to par Hith ‘women 1n
other divdsions of the 1ndustry.q6 Consequently, men’ at Courtaulds .

could afford union’ dues and could save more easily than workers in )

cotton, Hoolens or real silk.

' The influence of a mill town can play a role 1n the settling B

A

of strikes. Labour considerations engendered a fbndness of small

town life among textile companies. in 1930. 255 of a total 4l6 mills )

operated in towns under fifty thousand in population’ with 114 of
these 255 in towns below five thousand people.u7 The negative.;_

features of mill towns for uniuns have often been enumerated. The

industry can effectively control the local labour market and, blacklist J.:

active union,members btecause the workers do not have alternative L

employment 48, Furthermore. the company often uses.its QCODOmiC.: e

influence to pressure local merchants and municipal goﬁernments':'.

In Cornwall, however, the.choice of a small town backfired
for Courtaulds. The experience of other types of mill touns shows 7
that an entire town can become embroiled in the dispute through the -
connections of friends and relatives or merchants who need the workers
as customers.49 Such was the situation in Cornwall., Community spirit
" helped the rayon union to raise honey. The workers also benefited
from the factvthat Cornwall was not a "classic" single enterprise_‘>
community or company town nith only one employer. The_continnedl -
operation of Canadian Cottons and other town buslinesses ensured-thati.
there was money around to be donated.- | k

The political stage was another potential area of conflictﬁ”’

“2 o
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-Municipa.l government can be fashioned into a Hea.pon by 10&1

'consp_icuous. on the picket ‘line.”
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workers. Local police ;a.n restrain strikebreakers on the pretext

of preventing violence. rather tha.n protect then as they cross

=

'picket lines.- If the feder.‘al a.nd provinclal governments do send

in- security forces without the consent of the’ town oouncil, the move

.Hill generate considerable local resentment and sometim&e very nega.tive

press comment. F‘urthemore, the municipa'lity can organize relief for
the strikers, " P | . ' :

~ The workers' politica.l influence in 1936 fa;cv_ed- early limitations. :
The town council at least initially, was hostile and onl.y -_e. few minor -’
politica.l fipures ba.cked the strikers. A 'snift oceurree .thouéh as'
the strike progressed. Rallies aga.inst the arrest of Frank Love
attra.cted exceptionally large numbers, - Lionel, Chevrier, the Liberal .
member of parliament, while invisible for most of the strike, had tne-
political'acumenjto'see.uhere‘the Hind.ues‘blowing.'>After the strike”
hadr finished, Vh.e‘appeare(i as legal counsel :.f:‘or'the inen charged witn' -
illeea.l picketing. Other politi'cia.ns at the municipa.l end prcivincial.
levels would mimic this new found love for the textile workers during

the cotton mill strikes of 1937-1938.

Arguments that women textile workers were difficult to unionize '

by virtue of a la.ck of milita.ncy, social " conditioning or only being

tempora.ry Workers until ’marriage ca.n be discounted in the Cornua_'l.l
experience. 'The _first strike on 31 July l936 had been carried out
by the reeling room women. In August women made themselves quite

%0 Moreover, the female millbands held
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leaderehip positions within the union. On 25 August three Wwomen
travelled to Toronto to raise fnnds there. Kathleen Gray.and
Florence Currier sat on the union negotiating committee and in the
four member union executive. Hamie Lavigne served as vice president
Vwith Amne HcHillan asg recording secretary 5 Finally, despite
being paid less and hence having less potential material resources ’
to fall back upon, the women never broke ranks during the strike.
The strategies exhibited by both sides during the strike
seemed fairly typical for the 19305. Courtaulds sought at first to
walt, the union out, refusing to conduct serhous negotiations until
“the: arrival of Henry Johnson, the corporation r ident, Once dis-
“cussiOn hegan in earnest the goal was to fbrestall union recognition -~
'at all casts. Henry Johnson summed up his position quite succinctlyx
I have never .had to deal Hith a union here before,
‘never heard of such a thing and I am rot goling. to
’be led by a lot of such folks as if I might just.
have a rope around my neck and be led like a lamb' . . .
. to the slaughteruSzl‘ . . | R
The demands that the negotiating committee drop all union officials |
from its ranks ‘and include members of the newly ‘formed company union o
. isrew naturally’ out of this attitude of complete hostility to unions.
:Although the Courtaulds workers gaVe in on the first point their
i.solidarity was sufficient that the company could not force concessions :
on. the secon.d.53 Only a handful of workers had entered the mill i -_'
during the strike 80 the union could not seriously accept the company\

union’ 5’ grossly exaggerated claims of- support

l The company attempted to obtain as much Police aid as possible. ,'%
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It hired speclal constables dressed in municipal police uniforms

ani tried to create an atmosphere conducive to the stationing of
:p:pfincial police. Here Frank iove and Alex Welch'e communist
: connections proved helpful. In eny.cese,,the Ontario government
. of Hitchell Hepburn respondeq etronglp to the strike and the picket
iline.riolence of the firét few days by sending a large contingent

T of police to Cornuall.

The presence of the police had relatively little impact on
the outcome of the strike. The union strategy, formed out of the
early confusion of the 31 July and 11 August walkouts. ‘was to avoid
confrontations and present & moderate image. At first. ne objections

were ralsed to rayon snipments from the plant. This broke dewn,

" however, when the company shipped amounts 1érger than those agreed

~ upon. After a few conflicts with the police over the intimidation

of drivers, the union backed down thereby 1imiting the number of -
members arrested and denying the provincial government an excuse for
even more police intervention. Simila.rly, union leaders attempted

to restrain their supporters when they pot out of hand at the company

PR
-

nates or the strikers trials.

-

‘Avolding confrontations with the police that the union could not

" win .and efforts_to distance itself from the communist chargé insured

cesses. Certainly, without picket line conflicts or strikebrezkers to

the strike. Although Frank Love was unexpectedly arrested, Arthur

* broader community support and -did not give the police an excuse for ex- -

- escort through the line, the police were effectively neutralized during

.
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Laverty and Alex Welch were by then in a position to lead the strike.

'Unless the government decided to arrest the entire union executive

or instigate:an unprovoked ettack on the piéketers. actions difficult
to justify legally and publicly, the police could do 1ittle more than
maintain a visible presence at the plant gates..

In spite of vigorous employer, provincial gOVernment and police

- opposition, the rayon warkers won a clear victory in the fields of

wages and working-conditions. Although union recognition was not
granted de jure, grievance procedures and seniority 1nsured the union

a de facto role. De jure recognition would be conceded in the following
year.54 After the August 1936