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The United Brotherhood of Railway
Employees in Western Canada, 1898-1905

J. Hugh Tuck

OF ALL THE LABOUR disturbances which erupted in Canada during the turn-
of-the-century strike wave, none were more spectacular or controversial than
the British Columbia events of 1903. Beginning on a small scale in January
with a strike of Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) clerks in Vancouver, the
wailkouts snowballed. Soon much of the rail and water transportation of the
province was affected, as well as the Vancouver Island coal mines and the CPR
lives on the Prairies. At the centre of the storm was the United Brotherhood of
Railway Employees (UBRE), an industrial union with radical credentials
whose members in the CPR offices and freight sheds had touched off the
disturbances in January. Relatively new in the Canadian West, the UBRE had
first come to prominence during a protracted and moderately-successful strike
on the Canadian Northern Railway in Manitoba in 1902. Ttz 1903 strike, how-
ever, was a tragic failure, and this led directly to its subsequeut collapse. The
events of 1903 are, in general terms, familiar to Canadian labour historians,
both the strikes themselves and the resulting royal commission in which the
young Mackenzie King played a prominent part. What is less familiar is the
UBRE itself — the complex details of its birth and its disputes with the Cana-
dian Northern and the CPR, the factors which contributed to its ultimate defeat,
and its place in the overall development of the North American labour move-
ment.

The story of the UBRE began in September 1898, when a small local union
bearing that name was forined in Winnipeg.? Its origins are obscure. We only
know that the last surviving Winnipeg local of the American Railway Union

! Some of the more recent accounts are Paul A. Phillips, No Power Greater: 4 Century
of Labour in British Columbia (Yancouver 1967), 37-41; Stuart Marshall Jamieson,
Times of Trouble: Labour Unrest and Industrial Conflict in Canada, 1900-66 (Ottawa
1968), 112-21; A. Ross McCormack, Reformers, Rebels, and Revolutionaries: The
Western Cuanadian Radical Movement [899-1919 (Toronto 1977), 44-8; Carlos A.
Schwantes, Radical Heritage : Labor, Socialism, and Reform in Washington and British
Columbia, 1885-1917 (Seattle 1979); Paul Craven, ‘An Impartial Umpire’ : Industrial
Relations and the Canadian State 1900-1911 (Toronto 1980), 246-52; Eugene Forsey,
Trade Unions in Canada 18{2-1902 (Toronto 1982), 246-52.

? Winnipeg Tribune, 4 October 1899; Western Socialist, (YVancouver) 17 January 1503.

J.H. Tuck, '*The United Brotherhood of Railway Employees in Western Canada, 1898-1905,
Labour {Le Travaitieur, 11 {Spring 1983), 63-88.
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(ARU), an carlier attempt to establish an industrial union for railway workers,
had died the previous year, and we can surmise that the UBRE came into being
to fill the void left by its passing.® Winnipeg had 1 long tradition af labour
unorthodoxy of this sort which had included the idealistic Knights of Labor of
the 1B80s, the ARU and which would climax in the generul strike and the One
Big Union after World War 1. In its first scveral years, however, the UBRE was
anything but unorthedox. Tt made no effort to live up to its name. which clearly
implied a claiin upon every worker in the railway industry, but limited itself to
a few relatively skilled workers who had no unions. chiefly yardmen, bridge-
men, and certain classes of track repairers on the CPR. Apparently small,
loosely-organized, and npaggressive. it was the sort of labour body which only
came to public notice during the annual Labonr Day parade. It did not even
affiliate with the Winnipeg Trades Councit, the central coordinating body for
local labour and, while it may have formed ad hoc committees from time to
time fo meet with CPR officials, it had no recognition from the company. {t had
no written contract and did not try to get one.?

This passiveness was understandable, given the circumstances. The CPR
was in the midst of 2 long-drawn-out struggle to limit the unionization of its
work force and, when the UBRE was formed in 1898, recagnized only a
handful of the very strongest labour organizations. mainly craft nnions for
firemen, engineers, conductors, and trainmen (the four so-called railway
brotherhoods). and the telegraphers. The compdny was siill a4 long way from
admitting the right of all its employees to bargain collectively, and was still
operating on the de facto principle that recogmition should only be granted to
those unions that were strong enouph to fight a successful strike to gain it. In
October 1899, the road’s machinisis proved themsclves in this fashion, gaining
recognition for their union, the International Associatian of Machinists, after a
ten-day strike. During this strike. the machinists claimed the support of other
unrecognized CPR unions, including the UBRE. There is no evidence, however.
that the UBRE's leaders attempted 1o emulate the machinists™ success with
action of their own at this time.®

in 1901, however, the UBRE took on new vigour, and began to organize the
CPR's freight handlers and ¢lerks in Winnipeg. These men had genuine griev-
ances including low wages, and it is difficult to be sure whether the UBRE
moved into the treight sheds and offices to exploit this dissatisfaction. or
whether the freight and office men simply took over and begun to dominate the
3 A notice for this local of the ARU last appeared in the “Union Cards” column of the
Winnipeg labour paper, the Proples Voice, 24 April 1897,

1 Winnipeg Tribune, 4 October 1899: Manitoba free Press. 3 Sepiember 1901 West-
ern Socialist, 17 January 1903,

* The writer is currently preparing a study of the labour policies of the CPR. But there is
also relevant material in Joseph Hugh Tuck, “Canadian Railways and the Intcraational
Brotherhoods: Labour Organization in the Railway Runaing Trades in Canada,
1865-19 14" runpublished PhD thesis, University of Western Ontario, 1975), ch. 5-6.
Y tbid., 184-5. Winnipeg Tribune, 14 October 1899.
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UBRE. The latter is quite possible, since the new Master of the union in 1901
was William Gault, a clerk and ten-year vetcran-of the freight department.”
Indced, Gault himself was apparently a new recruit to trades unionism, ene of
the many CPR workers flooding into the labour movement and giving it a new
militancy at the turn of the century. The company’s machinists had walked out
successfully for a second time, in 1900, joined this time by the boilermakers
and mechanics.* And in 1901 CPR trackmen gained union recognition after a
summer-long strike which disrupted railway traffic across the country.® At the
end of 1901, as a mark of coming of age, the UBRE affiliated with the Win-
nipeg trades council. Gault and his associates were detcrmined to gain recogni-
tion for their organization too, despite considerable evidence of company hos-
tility — labour spies, the dismissal of union organizers, and other a_nti—ﬁ‘m'(m
devices.1? This opposition, however, also made it clear that the UBRE needed
help from outside, the kind of support available to other CPR unionists who had
ties with powerful international unions like the railway brotherhoods and the
recently-victorious trackmen’s union. In some fashion, the Winnipeg UBRE
established contact with a new and expanding Amcrican organization also (and
quite coincidentally) called the United Brotherhood of Raitway Employees. On
25 April 1902, the Winnipeg UBRE became Division No. 70 of the American
union.!!

The American UBRE had heen formed in Oregon about a year earlier in
January 1901. Like the American Railway Union (ARU) of the early 1890s, the
UBRE represented an attempt to bring all North American railway workers into
one big union in which (in the words of the old Knights of Labor motto) *an
injury to onc would be the concern of all.”#* The UBRE’s founder and presi-
dent, George Estes, was a man very much in the mould of Eugene Debs, the
vigorous and magnetic leader of the ARU, who was now a leader of the
Socialist Party of Amerca. Like Debs, he had begun as a labonr moderate, and
was in fact a relative newcomer to trades unionism. " A former telegrapher and
" Voice, {(Winnipeg) 3 January, 25 April, 2 Muay 1902; Manitoba Free Press, | May
1502,

8 Monthly Journal of the International dssociation of Machinists, September 1900,
481-3; October 1900, 539-44,

* On the trackmen’s strike, see Tuck, “Canadian Railways,” 191-6, and John T. Wil-
son, The Calcium Light Turned on by a Railway Trackman (St. Louis, Missouri, 1902),
passim.

" Voice, 3 January, 25 April 1902,

" Western Clarion, (Vancouver) 7 May 1903,

12 William Kirk, National Labor Federations in the United States (Baltimore 1906),
124-5. Althongh the UBRE was not strictly specaking a revival of Eugene Debs’ ARU,
there was some overlap of leadership, When the UBRE sent three delegaies to the 1903
&merican Labor Union convention, ong of them, S.E. Heberling, was a former ARU
mcmber. American Labor Urion Journal, 21 May 1903,

¥ Much of what follows in this paragraph and the next is drawn from George Estes,
Railway Emplovees United: A Story of Railroad Brotherhoods (Portland, Oregon
1921), passim.
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began ncgotiations with a newly-formed rival of the AFL, the Amnerican Labor
Union (ALU).2?

Formed under the guidance and with the support of the Western Federation
of Miners (WFM), the ALU was industrial in orientation and had closc ties with
the Socialist Party of America.?® It was described hy its leaders, with some
accuracy, as 4 North American exemplar of the “new unionism™ currently in
vogue in England and Europe which concentrated upon industrial unionism and
organizing the unskifled, and which emphasized the essential unity of the
working class.” The new unionism was frequently. associated with socialist
and revelutionary movements, and its leaders spoke of sweeping economic and
social reorganization. This placed it in ofttimes bifter oppasition to craft unions,
or at least those craft unions whose leaders had not been radicalized by new
currents of thought.>

At first and for some time, however, thc UBRE's ties were more a matter of
convenience than 4 meeting of minds, Estes himself did not become a member
of the Socialist Party in 1902 or for some time after, and his vicws on social
questions remained little more than a hotchpotch of current radical and reform
ideas. Indeed, he could perhaps be more accurately described as a populist than
4 socialist (insofar as these terms have any precise meaning), and his involve-
ment with the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s tends to bear out this interpretation.
Estes and the other UBRE leaders would almost certainly have preferred the
srong if relatively conservative AFL to the more radical but also weaker ALU.
The UBRE in fact, did not formally affiliate with the ALU until April 1903, a
full year after being turned down by the AFL.*

The UBRE's leaders and its newfound supporters in Cauada were confident
and optimistic in spring of 1902. The new union, a column in Winnipeg’s
labour ncwspaper The Voice proclaimed in early May, would “foster education
and dispel ignorance, raise wages and lower expenses, shorten hours and
lengthen life, increase indcpendence and decrease dependence.” It would
“Make the World Bettcr.”?' But was this optimism justificd? The founding of
the ARU in 1893 had come after the collapse of the Knights of Labor iu the late
i 880s, and had resulted directly from the failure of a pian for federated action
by the railway brotherhoods at a time when other railway unions were weak or
non-existent, and depressed business couditions often meant reductions in

B Kirk, National Labor Federations, 124.

*8 fhid.

¥ American Labor Union Journal, 24 Scptember 1903.

* Larry Peterson, “The One Big Union in Intemational Perspective: Revolutionary
Industrial Unionism 1900-1925." Labour {Le Travaillenr, 7 (Spring 1981), 41-7.

* Western Socialist, 10 April 1903; McCormack, Reformers, Rebels. and Revolution-
aries, 43. For a sample of Estes’ views, see Voice, 20 Febmary, 24 April 1903;
Western Sociafist, 10 April 1903, On Estes and the Ku Klux Klan, see Georpe Estes,
The Roman Katholic Kingdom and the Ku Klux Klar {Trourdale, Oregon 1923).

® American Labor Union Journal, 30 April 1903,

1 Voice, 9 May 1902,
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Nelson in the fall. The union’s organizers had still not becn able tu solve their
most pressing problem, breaking the hold of the craft unions on their member-
ship. and the UBRE was still basically an organization of clerks, freight han-
dlers, men in the stores, and labourers — those wha had becen left out of the
arganizing drive of the craft unions on western Canadian railways. The UBRE
had made a real impact, in other words, only where there was an organizational
vacuum. Thus, while some of its existing western Canadian divisions expanded
considerably in spring 1903, there were no new divisions.™ The ARU, by
contrast. had drawn snccessfully upon a considerably larger and more varied
pool of labour. This was true even in Western Canada, where ity impact was
noticeably weaker than south of the border. When ARU Local No. 243 in
Winnipeg shut down a branch line of the Northem Pacific Railway in Manitoba
on 1 July 1894 as part of the Pullman boycott, the majority of the 40 or so
strikers were reported to be shap workers, locomotive fircmen and engineers,
and brakemen.™ At its peak in fall 1894, Debs’ organization had 17 Canadian
locals to the west of Southeru Ontario, an impressive total in comparison with
the UBRE even if it only retlected the number of local activists who must have
been involved. ™ Moreover, Estes” hopes of further growth in central Canada
and the east proved completely unfounded. The UBRE headquarters was cven
forced to strike the Toronto division off its list in May 1903, “no reports having
been received by the Grand Lodge for over 2 year.” Railway employees in
Teronto claimed that the Toronto division “was never in good standing.
and ... was looked upon generatly with disfavour.”7?

While reasons for this disappointing failure arc not far to seek, and can be
explained in part by the UBRE"s Tailure to loosen the grip of the conventionai
craft unions on their members, it was a series of disastrous cvents in British
Columbia in spring and early summer 1903 which gave the death blow to the
UBRE’s Canadian ambitions. The UBRE, in shon, finally became involved in a
test of strength with the CPR, aud lost.

In November 1902, George Estes visited British Columbia on a speaking
and organizing (our. One result was that a local union of CPR freight handlers
and clerks in Vancouver affiliated with the UBRE’s Vancouver division. This
local. however, had had an agreement with the CPR which was to remain in
force until June 1903, and the threat to this contract brought in the CPR’s

¥ Ibid,, 4-5, 7; Dailv Herald, 19 May 1903; Voice, 20 February 1903,

¥ Manitaba Free Press, 2 July 1894,

™ In addition to three locals in Winnipeg, the ARU established locals at Rat Portage.
Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Moose Jaw, Regina, Broadvicw, Portage Lu Prairic, Fort
William, Ignace, Nipigon, White River, Vancouver, Donald, and Revelstoke, Railway
Times, 1 September 1894, There may also have been a local in Toronto. Sec Railroud
Truinmen, | March 1896. 198, The Pullman hoycott did pot affect the CPR becausc it
owned and operated its own sleeping cars. Toronw Globe, 29 June 1894; W. Kaye
Lamb, History of the Canadian Puacific Raifway {(New York 1977}, 142-3. The story of
the ARU in Capada is tald in Tuck “Canadian Railways,” 158-69,

¥ Ruilwav Employees” Journaf, 11, 18 June 1903; Daily Herald, 19 May 1903,
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course did not) that this arrangement also meant that a substantial number of
CPR employees, including men the UBRE was trying to organize, were still not
covered by union contracts because there were as yet no craft unions to repre-
sent them. After a decade of struggle with the craft unjons. in other words, the
CPR management seems to have become aware that this form of unionization
could actually serve io limit the number of unionized employees, The agree-
ments with the craft unions, in short, had become a new status quo which must
be defended as long as the current wave of labour militancy continued from the
ravages of allegedly socialist and revolutionary industrial unions like the
UBRE." A second factor, however. may have tipped the scales — the profit-
able exploitation of western resources. CPR president T.G. Shaughnessy
puinted out to a British correspondent in April 1903 that the CPR had built an
expensive network of branch lines in British Columbia to service the mining
industry. Labour problems., among other things, however. had discouraged
mine owners from developing these regions fully, and the CPR, as a result “had
not been receiving adequate returns on the investment™ in these branch lines.®
It was well known that the UBRE had clese ties with the union which was
causing much of the trouble in the mines. the Western Federation of Miners
(WFM;. since both the WFM and the UBRE were affiliates of the American
Labor Union. The eradication of the UBRE could thus serve the dual function of
removing this troublesome union from the scene, and striking a blow at the
American Labor Union and the WFM.**

On his return fom Montreal, Marpole set in motion a program of provoca-
tion and intimidation which in its singleness of purpose and sheer vindictive-
ness had not been seen in any previous CPR labour dispute, including the
trackmen’s strike two years earlier. Unian officials were threatened with repris-
als if they remained in the brotherhood, and union members were transterred or
fired. The Special Service Department stepped up its activities, resulting in ““a
kind of secret warfare™ between company spies and “disloyal™ employees. In
late January, the Department scored its greatest coup, subverting the UBRE's
chief organizer in Canada, Harold V. Poore. A married man in ill health and
financial difficulties. Poote must have found the Department’s offer of CPR
money an aimost overwhelming tempiation. Even so, he culy gave in when
Department officials threatened to reveal facts which company detectives had

1903, 1611. testimony of R. Marpole.

¥ Esies 10 H. V. Poore, 25 December 1902, Royal Commission on Industrial Disputes,
1903, “Report,” B-9; Labour Gazette, July 1903, 81, Acvording to the American Labor
Union Journal, 28 May 1503, “The C.P.R. would have settled long zgo if the B. of
R.E. wouid consent to abandon its plan of organization. Of course it would not consent
as ta do so would be to vease ta have excuse for an existance os a union.”

A paC, Canadian Pacific Railway, Shaughnessy Letterbooks, MG 28, III 20, Vol. 81,
135, Shaughnessy to P.H. Ashworth, 18 April 1903. See also fbid., Vol. 76, 352-7,
Shaughnessy to Sir Richard Canwright, 18 December [901 (Personal).

¥ See J/bid. Vol. 81, 81, Shaughressy to R. Randolph Bruce. 14 April 1903,
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Vancouver shop to be “fair,” and added that an arrangement had been made
with the company io iake back any employee of the shop vrdered to strike by
the UBRE. The union officers said they would fill the places of men who did
not go back to wark by 1 April. Some strikers, indeed. had already retarned to
their jobs, when it became clear to them that they might be expelled by their
international untons and lose the right to have their union cards recognized
eisewhere on the continent.?®

The role of the railway brotherhoods during the strike was ambiguous, but
ultimately anti-UBRE. On the one hand, some local train service employees
were sympathetic to the strikers, and this had resulted in their offer to act as
mediators in mid-March.”” Moreover, relations between the CPR and the
brotherhoods were somewhat strained in spring and summer 1903, All four
brotherhoods were attenpting to re-negotiate earlier contracts, and found the
CPR singularly resistant to their demands. In mid-May. indeed. there was some
talk of a strike of the company's conductors and trainmen.™ At the same time,
the train service staff included some of the highest paid employees in the
company's service. and their organizatious provided them with what were
probably the best insurance and pension plans of any unions vn the continent.
These men had little in common with the underpaid strikers, and some of them
undoubtedly “ ‘scabbed’ on the stniking Freight Handlers and Office Employ-
ees.” as the socialist journalist G. Weston Wrigley later claimed.® The chief
executives of the brotherhoods. moreover, had been utterly opposed to the
UBRE since its inception. viewing it as a revival of an old and dangerous foe,
the ARU. ' The net result was that CPR trains continaed to run throughout the
strike. This permitted the company, among other things, to import the strike
breakers and special police which had been recruited in central Canada and the
United States.®! As a result, it scems likely that the company’s operations
were never seniously affected by the strike, except perhaps for two to three
weeks on the Vancouver and Victoria waterfronts. One of the brotherhoods was
of service to the CPR in an unusual way, A few days after the strike began, the
CPR’s Special Service Department published, in pamphlet form, an anti-UBRE
editorial from the Railroad Trainmen’s Journgl, and distributed it widely in
Western Canada. The editorial described the UBRE as a “dishenest and traitor-
ous organization™ run by “a set of revolutionists” who could only destroy

existing unions and “break up their agreements. . . "' Ii is difficult t0 assess
% Vancouver Province, 24, 28 March 1903; Journal ... Boilermakers, Jupe 1903,
274-5.

%7 Vancouver Province, 14 March 1903.

Y8 Western Clarion, 19 May 1903,

9 American Labor Union Journal, 3 Seplember 1903,

10 Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen, Proceedings of the Fifth Biennial Convention,
1901. "Report of Grand Master,” 69.

™ McCormuck, Reformers, Rebels, and Revolutionaries, 46: Royal Commission on
[ndustrial Disputes. 1903, ~Report.” 11, 25,

'"* Yoice, 20 March 1903; Railroud Trainmen's Journu!, Septcmber 1902, 735-9,
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oprent of Western Canada, ' King’s views, in other words, were remarkably
congruent with the de facfo labour-management arrangements which hul
evolved on the CPR since 1892 and had been defended by CPR officials since
the beginning of their dispute with the UBRE. With the establishment of the
royal commission and the appointment of King as its secrctary, corporate and
state coercion thus met and joined forces. The orientation of the commission
was made guite explicit by Hunter a month after the commission began jis
hearings, when he declared that as far as he was converned the UBRE was “‘on

trial.” '™
In late May, the UBRE leaders renewed their attempts to settle the strike.

Clearly it could no longer be won. The sirike leaders sclected a commitice of
“sia representative citizens of Vancouver,” and in early June this committce pro-
posed an agreement which was satisfactory to the CPR but not the UBRE rank
and file, who had apparently not yet accepted the inevitability of defeat. 119 At
this point, the royal commission began its hearings in Vancouver, and the
commissioners (presumably under the guidance of Mackenzic King) offered 1o
assist in the negotiations.'’' A break in the ranks of the strikers had just
occurred to ease the way, On 9 Jnne, the steamshipmen who had struck in
sympathy with the UBRE called their strike off. Their walkout had had almost
no cflect upon company operations, since the company had no trouble finding
replacements, and their organization had been almost destroyed as a conse-
gucnce. Not only did the CPR refuse to recognize the Steamshipmens Union,
but members had to leave it ta be re-employed.'*? The terms ot the settlement
between the company and the UBRE, reached on 12 June, were little better, and
indicated just how successful the CPR (with the aid of the craft unions and the
Dominjon government) had been in achieving its main objective of destroying
the UBRE.

The agreement was ““confidential.”” and comsisted of three related docu-
ments. The first was a typewriften statement of the company’s position on
unions, dated 9 March 1903, It was initialled by E.P. Davis, the CPR counsel at
the commission hearings, and J. Edgar Bird, the counsel for the UBRE. The
staterment declared that the company had no objections to unions as such, but
would not *‘permit its clerical force who practically occupy confidenttal posi-
tions, and have access to documents of an official and confidential nature, to be
members of unions, and be in a position to furnish information of a confidential
character respecting the Company’s business and affairs.” The second docu-
ment was cnfitled "> Terms of Scttlement,”’ and was signed, significantly, only
by Davis. The company agreed to pay back wages owed to strikers from before
the strike. and to withdraw legal proceedings against any strikers. The strikers,
108 pAC. William Lyon Mackenzic King Papers. MG 26 J. Scries 1, Val. 3, p, 2426,
King to Henry A, Harper, 18 November 1902; Craven, Impariiul Umpire, 123, 134-5,
" Vancouver Province, 5 June 1903,

"0 Labour Gazetite, June 1903, 78.

U fhid,
M2 fbid ., 81, Royal Commission on Industrial Disputes, 1903, ~Report.” 21,
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on the CPR in 1896.'* 1899, 1900. and 1901 which placed them in an almost
nnassailable position on Western Canada’s largest and most important railway .
In 1902, George Estes clearly was misled by the CNR affair and the general
militancy of Western Canadian workers into believing that Western Canadian
rallways were ripe for industrial unionism. This was a fatal error. The strength
of the craft unions on the extensive CPR lines meant first, that it would be very
difficult for anyone to establish a broad-based industrial union among Western
Canadian railway workers: second, the UBRE wonld face the all-ont hostility of
craft-union leaders and organizers dnring the CPR strike; and third, that the
CPR had ucquired a stake in maintaining the status quo with its nnionized
workers, would fight for it, and conld expect the co-operation of the Canadian
government in this endeavor. The UBRE’s attempt to organize the Canadian
west was thus a tragically fatile etfort to re-open a door which had been closed
and locked not long before.

" The 1896 strike earned umon recognition for the Order of Railroad Telegraphers.
Tuck, “Canadian Ruilways.” 170-83.
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