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On Sunday, June 10, 1934, the union held a publi c mee­
ting in Rouyn where the union leaders set out the demands they 
were to present to management the following day. The ultimatum 
would be a call to strike if management refused to negotiate. 

The Strike Begins 

The plant manager, H.L. Roscoe, after having heard the 
union 's position was reported to have told the delegation that 
he "would have nothing to do with the Mine Workers Union which 
was only composed of a bunch of Communists" and if they were 
not satisfied, he extolled them to "go ahead and strike". That eve­
ning, an union rally was called in Rouyn where the union leaders 
asked their members for a strike vote, which was unanimously 
given from the reportedly 300 or so workers who attented. 

The next morning, close to one thousand strikers and sym­
pathizers set up picket lines at the gateway to the mine. Produc­
tion at the mine for that day was completely halted. However, by 
noon, strike breakers were being recmited from the hundreds of 
unemployed who were "barracked" in the town. Many of these 
men were French Canadians. 

At the same time, volunteers, many of whom were compa­
ny foremen, were sworn in as "special agents" of the Noranda mu­
nicipal police force. In addition, the fourteen Provincial Police of 
the region were being reinforced by fellow officers from other 
parts of Quebec who had to travel by train to Senneterre, Quebec 
where they were then transported by plane to Rouyn. T4e signifi­
cant numbers of "special agents" and police in the community did 
not intimidate the workers, at least not initially. 

Appeals for food and fuel were made to WUL union affi­
liates in other regions. However, by the end of the second week, 
the union 's position was further wekened by the arrest of 34 stri­
kers or sympathizers. Quebec premier Taschereau added fuel to 
the flame when he declared that 33 of those arrested could not 
speak French, which he argued, automatically proved that respon­
sability for this strike rested with "outside agitators". 
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The Ethnie Composition of the Workforce after the strike. 

While the union had lost the struggle, which also meant its 
organization, the strike did set in motion an important change in 
the ethnie composition of the labour force . Where at one time 
French Canadians had been excluded, they were now moving quite 
rapidly into becoming a significant part of the total number of 
mine and smelter workers. The numbers of French Canadians mo­
ved from 188 before the strike to 450 by July lst, 1934. English 
Canadians moved up from 416 to 544 or 35 percent of the work­
force. Foreign born but naturalized Canadians declined from 354 
before the strike to 195. 1-I.L. Roscoe declared that foreigners 
who had not obtained Canadian citizenship before the strike also 
suffered a loss in numbers. 

Once the strike at Rouyn-Noranda had been effectively 
broken by management, the mine workers in the community and 
the outlying region no longer had an organization. The workers 
in the region were once again in a structurally weak position vis-à­
vis the mine operators. Noranda Mines would exercise complete 
control over the community's workforce for close to a decade. 

From 1927 until 1943, the working conditions which the 
miners in Rouyn-Noranda had to contend with were the result of 
the arbitrary ' and patronizing actions of the employer. Noranda 
Mines had a higher number of deaths due to accidents in the 
twenty-five year period from 1925-50 than any other mining com­
pany in northwestern Quebec. The mining companies in northeas­
tern Ontario and northwestern Quebec, sorne of which were subsi­
diaries, had rejected the demands for better working conditions 
which had been made by trade unions; what is more, many immi­
grants who came to work in the mines during the Depression 
years faced deportation if they became involved in trade union 
activity. In addition, many of the trade unions who sought to 
organize workers in the resource frontier in Canada were too 
small to face up to the strenght of companies like Noranda Mines. 
In the face of a hostile management capable of either forcefully 
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driving out trade unions through, for example, workers commit­
tees, these early effects, one could argue from hindsight, were doo­
med to failure. But they did serve as examples to organizers with­
in the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers and 
later the United Steelworkers of America of what Noranda Mines 
and other mining companies were willing to do to exclude them 
from installing themselves as permanent organizations in Rouyn­
N or and a and other mining communities across Canada. 
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II- THE MINE MILL STRIKE: 1946-47 

Introduction 

1940 marked the founding of the Canadian Congress of 
Labour (CCL). The CCL was the merger between the All Cana­
dian Congress of Labour (ACCL) and the Congress of Industrial 
Organization (CIO) locals expelled from the Trades and Labour 
Congress (TLC). The TLC was the Canadian counterpart to the 
American Federation of Labour (AFL), the affiliation of skilled 
workers into appropriate bargaining units. The TLC had long ta­
ken a Gomper's style apolitical position. The TLC, at this june­
ture in Canadian history, was the most powerfullabour organiza­
tion in Canada. The CCL, on the other hand, was concerned with 
organizing production workers and was considered to be a politi­
cally left-wing organization. The growth of the CCL, soon to sur­
pass the strength of the TLC, was tied to the expansion of large­
scale industrial enterprise in Canada. 

Among the affiliates of the CCL were the International 
Union of Mine-Mill and Smelter Workers (IUMM & SW) and the 
United Steelworkers of America (USW A). The rich gold, copper, 
nickel and uranium mines of northern Ontario and northwestern 
Quebec were soon to become the scene for extensive organiza­
tional activity between these two rival trade union bodies. The 
first to enter the scene was the International Union of Mine, Mill 
and Smelter Workers, more commonly known simply as Mine-Mill. 

The International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers 

Shortly after the founding of the CCL, an historie strike 
beginning on November 18, 1941 was fought at Kirkland Lake, 
Ontario. Mine-Mill (local 240), who led the strike that lasted for 
twelve weeks, was the first trade union to organize the hard rock 
miners. Both the government and the mine owners refused to 
recognize Mine-Mill as the bargaining agent orto permit the union 
to enter into collective bargaining procedures with the company. 
Y et, a federal conciliation board that had met during the months 
of September and October, 1941 had unanimously recommended 

91 



that union recognition and collective bargaining procedures begin 
(Abella: 1973: 88-89). Mitchell Hepburn sent in the provincial 
police to 'protect the mines', while MacKenzie King officially took 
a 'hands-off policy'. 

The strike was finally terminated in February 16, 1942 by 
the union. One authority has argued that Mine-Mill had learned an 
important lesson from this strike; namely the mine owners' and 
the provincial government's continued intrasigence against trade 
union recognition and collective bargaining (Abella: 1973: 90). 

This strike had brought almost complete ruin to Mine-Mill ; 
within a month of the strike, the union could report a membership 
of only 500 and debt of $35,000. Then Bob Carlin became head 
of the Canadian district. He was instrumental in revamping the or­
ganization. By december 1943, Mine-Mill has been successful in or­
ganizing fifteen new locals in mining camps across Northen Onta­
rio and British Columbia. Furthermore, Bob Carlin had been elec­
ted CCF member to the Ontario legislature. 

Another important development for Mine-Mill occured in 
1944. At Sudbury, Ontario, Local 598 was granted voluntary 
'check-off' from International Nickel Company of Canada. 'Check­
off' is the term denoting payment of union dues. In effect, it re­
presented security for Mine-Mill because not only was it recogni­
zed as the sole bargaining agent, but Mine-Mill had a formidable 
financial base from which to operate. The 17,000 member union 
that made up the Sudbury, Ontario, local was the single most im­
portant base in these northern mining communities from which 
future organizational activities could be launched. The other signi­
ficant center was Noranda, Quebec (Abella, 1973: 90; Canadian 
Tribune, October 5, 1953). 

The Stage is Set 
Mine-Mill began to organize workers in Abitibi-Temisca­

mingue at the beginning of 1944. Two organizers were sent: 
David Côté to Rouyn-Noranda, and Olivier Breton to V al d'Or. 
By March 1944, local 688 was installed in Rouyn-Noranda,. On 
June 13, 1944 a vote of accredition was undertaken under the 
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supervision of the National Labour Relations Board. A total of 
1,333 out of the 1,906 employees were elegible, of which 1,176 
casted their vote. Mine-Mill obtained 1,086 votes or 91 percent. 
This was the first time in the region of Abitibi· Temiscamingue 
that a trade union was recognized as the legal representative of the 
miners (Gourd: 1977: 85-86 ). 

Once Mine-Mill was recognized as a legitimate organiza­
tion, other miners quickly joined. ln the months that followed 
the decision at Rouyn-Noranda, miners at Beattie, Waite-Amulet, 
and Powell-Rouyn were incorporated into local688. Other locals 
quickly sprung up at V al d'Or (Local 654) and Malartic (Local 
696). 

The political significance of Mine-Mill's presence in Rouyn­
Noranda was expressed when the chief organizer of the local, 
David Côté, was elected as a provincial CCF member of parliament 
in August 1944. This was the first and would prove to be the last 
time that a socialist candidate would be elected to the Quebec Na­
tional Assembly from Rouyn-Noranda (6). 

During the negotiations for a first contract, management 
told the union representatives that "the only reason they were sit­
ting down with the union was because the law said they had to; 
otherwise they couldn 't see where the union was going to do any­
body any good". Negotiations continued with no forseeable reso• 
lution for severa! months until a Conciliation Board report was 
accepted by both management and labour. On February 8, 1945 
the union and the company signed their first collective agreement. 

The collective agreement recognized the union as the uni­
que bargaining agent for the workers. (Mine-Mill was unsuccessful 
in setting voluntary "check-off", which would have given it a more 
permanent status). Management maintained its exclusive control 
over the operations and production of the mine. Its authority 
over discipline, hiring, firing, classification, promotions and sus­
pensions remaineduntouched. In ali, Mine-Mill had barely entered 
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the door at N oranda Mines. lts presence had heen guaranteed by 
the State through the National W artime Labour Relations Board, 
but its position in the company was precarious. 

The Toronto headquarters of Mine-Mill in March, 1946 
worked out a broad strategy for future negotiations in the mining 
sector of northeastern Ontario and northwestern Quebec once the 
Federal Wartime Labour Relations Board was dismantled and han­
ded over to the provinces. If successful, their program could af­
fect over 40,000 workers in the two provinces. It consisted of a 
29-eent-an-hour increase bringing the base rate to $1.10/hour, a 
40-hour week and a guarantee of 1,900 hours a year. It also called 
for a two-week paid vacation, paid holidays and time and a half 
for overtime. Finally, it called for voluntary and revocable 'check­
off' of union dues which the company would remit to the Toronto 
headquarters of Mine-Mill. 

Mine-Mill began negotiations with Noranda for a new con­
tract in March 1946. Armed with this general outline, the repre­
sentatives of Local 688 made the following demands to H.L. 
Roscoe: a 20-cent/hour increase, an eight-hour dlly, forty-hour 
work week, time and a half for overtime work, one week of paid 
holiday after one year's service and two week's holiday after five 
years' service, 6 paid holidays a year and finally, voluntary 'check­
off' of union dues. Senior management rejected all the demands. 
The company waited until May 1946, to offer a 7-cent/hour in­
crease which the union rejected. 

This impasse resulted in the matter being taken up by a 
Conciliation Board. Its recommendations of October 1946, pro­
vided for wage increases and voluntary 'check-off' for the union. 

The company refused to accept the recommendations and 
countered on November 10, 1946 with a wage increase of 10 cents 
per hour effective November 1, 1946. The union turned it down 
informing the company that a strike would take place within 72 
hours if the company did not accepta 16-cent hour increase retro­
active to May 16, 1946. 
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The Strike Begins 

This final offer the company refused to accept. On No­
vember 18, 1946 a strike vote was called. Of the 943 workers who 
were union members, 522 participated in the vote. 496 voted in 
favour of a strike. The strike was to begin at 7 am on November 
22. However, the union discovered that the company was taking 
in supplies and men onto company property in the hope of main­
taining production. Consequently, the strike went into effect ear­
lier than expected at 11.00 pm on November 21, 1946. The strike 
lasted for 70 days or until February 9, 1947. 

The first days of the strike began with over 400 workers 
picketing outside the Noranda gates. Production was halted com­
pletely. After consultation with mine management, the union 
representative agreed to reduce the number of picketers to 30 
every shift period and permitted 190 maintenance men and tech­
nicians to enter company property to assure that the machinery 
would not be damaged. 

The Quebec provincial police installed themselves during 
the first few days of the strike on company property. The police 
had been requested by the Mayor of Noranda, James Carter, osten­
sibly to protect company property. lncidently, the Mayor of No­
randa also happened to be the chief accountant for the company's 
Noranda, Quebec, operations. The first few weeks of the strike 
produced little in the way of confrontations with the Quebec pro­
vincial police. While the police kept vigil over the conflict, the 
company was beginning a propaganda campaign in the regional 
newspapers and the radio against the union (Gourd: 1977). 

The Principal Issue 

Both the company and the union had been summoned to 
Ottawa to discuss the strike with officiais from the Department of 
Labour. But ali efforts expended were to no avail. Christmas 
1946 came and went with no visible signs of a negotiated settle­
ment in sight. The conflict expanded to other N oran da operations 
and independent mining companies such as Waite-Amulet, Norme­
tai, Francoeur, Mic-Mac, Powell-Rouyn and Eider. 
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The key issue was not moncy but 'check-off'. 'check-off' 
meant union sccurity and senior management und cr James Y. 
Murdoch, who had no intentions of granting any form of union se­
curity at the Noranda mine which was, at that time, the largest 
copper mine in Canada. ft was bclicved that the implications of 
granting Mine-Mill 'check-off' and thcrcfore sorne form of union 
security at N oran da, Quebec would not stop here . The 'infection' 
would spread to other mines across northern Quebec and Ontario. 

One commentator on th e strike has ar~cd that as carly as 
one month into the strike, it was evident that"la retenue syndicale 
plus que les salaires est au coeur du conflit" (Gourd: 1977: 94) (8). 

Attempts at Mediation in the Strike 

During December 1946 and January 1947 there were ef­
forts made by individuals and groups within the community to 
resolve the conflict through their role as mediator. The first at­
tempt came from Real Caouette, the newly elected federal Meru­
ber of Parliament. Caouette met with H.L. Roscoe, the vice-pre­
sident and General Manager of Nor and a Mines on J anuary 2 194 7. 
At this meeting, he "expressed himself definitely against voluntary 
and revocable check-off" (9) but would fight for the best possible 
financial agreement for the workers. A week later, he was repor­
ted to have argued that he and "the Union des Electeurs are oppo­
sed in princip le to all 'check-offs ', be its deductions at the source 
for tax or other purposes, because it infringes on personalliberty" 
(10). While Caouette's position may have appeared to him to be a 
compromise solution it was not far removed from the company's 
own offer. His attempt failed for obvious reasons. 

The Mayor of Rouyn, Mr. M.P. Cuddihy presented himself 
as a mediator. Mine-Mill leaders agreed to accept him, but H.L. 
Roscoe refused (11). The Chambers of Commerce for both 
Rouyn and Nor and a proposed th at a secret vote be taken by the 
workers on the company's last offer. Spokesmen for management, 
while lauding the initiative of the merchants and other noteables 
of Rouyn-Noranda, refused to consider putting 'check-off' to a 
vote. 
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As the strike was moving into its tenth week, the Rouyn 
municipal council (conseil municipal) proposed a "compromise" 
solution to the conflict. As Benoit Gourd notes, the contents of 
the "compromise" were "identique à celui du syndicat" (1977: 
96)' 

On J anuary 20, 194 7 a top mine official notified the De­
partment of Labour that the strike would soon be over as only 
twenty percent of the men in the union wanted to continue with 
the strike. This news provoked the union to take a more determi­
ned stand. On January 22, 1947 union members manned the pic­
ket lines and refused entry to everyone. The 100-odd Quebec pro­
vincial police hurled tear gas into the picketeers, but due to the 
severe cold the gas did not rise over three feet and finally blew 
back into the faces of the officers themselves. These mass pic­
ketings continued for three weeks in the bitter cold. 

Finally, Judge Boulanger from Ottawa was sent to Rouyn­
N oran da to mediate in the conflict. The participants included 
James Murdoch, President of Noranda Mines and H.L. Roscoe, 
General Manager of Noranda. T.F. McGuire, j.A. Rankin and O. 
Breton represented the interest of the workers and Mine-Mill. 
The negotiations began on February 4, 1946. The proposed re­
commendations consisted of a 13-cent increase effective Novem­
ber 1, 1946 and a 10-cent increase retroactive to February 1, 
1947. It also called for a plan whereby the union would have a 
desk in the medical office for the collection of union dues two 
one-half days a week. The company initially refused, but nego­
tiations continued until the package was accepted by both the 
company and Mine-Mill on February 8, 1947. The union called it 
the "first successful strike in the metal mines in Eastern Canada". 
But the prestigous trade magazine of the mining industry, the 
N orthern Miner, deemed it a "resounding defeat for the IUMM 
and SW". The article made specifie reference to the fact that 
James Y. Murdoch had the unanimous support of his board of 
directors in pursuing a no 'check-off' policy. No one opposed 
wage increases, but "they (Noranda's management and share­
holders) were rigidly against any form of check-off". The last 
two paragraphs are worth quoting a lenght: 
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In picking Noranda as the scene of a strike, the CIO leaders dis­
played considerable cunning. What they were after was the check­
off for the entire mining country. If they could have forced this 
at Noranda they would have been in a position to demand this of 
the three Porcupine mines which Noranda controls, that is, Aunor, 
Pamour, Mallnor. That could have led to its enforcement upon the 
whole Procupine camp. As Mr. Murdoch is president of Kerr­
Addison, the acceptance of the check-off could have been used as 
a lever for similar action at Kerr-Addison, and hence throughout the 
entire Kirkland-Larder goldfields. With these fallen, all the other 
Ontario and uebec minin areas mi ht have been solidl entren­
ched through the check-of in the leading Canadian mining camps. 
Anyway, this was the thought behind CIO strate gy. 

It was a bold scheme, and those in the confidence of the CIO were 
led to understand that the International would fight to the limit. 
That they admitted failure in less than three months at Noranda 
suggests that the organization is even weaker than it appears. (Sud­
bury Star, Feb. 14, 1947 also carried a verbatirn quote of the arti­
cle). 

The February 15, 1947 edition of the Financial Post also argued 
that "settlement of the 79-day Noranda strike without any provi­
sion for the key demand - the chek-off - is being taken as a broad 
hint that the scales of management-labour relations are returning 
to the pre-war balance after having been weighted (sic) in favour 
of labour for the last seven years". 

While it is difficult at this time to surmise the extent of 
the "success" of Mine-Mill's struggles with Noranda Mines at 
Rouyn-Noranda, one point can be made. The three locals, 688, 
696 and 654 were dependent on the success of Mine-Mill as a trade 
union organization in Canada. Without 'check-off', these locals 
did not have an independent financial base from which it could de­
pend. Furthermore, the dismantling of the National W artime La­
bour Relations Board and the administration of accrediting trade 
union locals now falling on the provincial governments, Mine-Mill 
had to contend with the complicity of the Duplessis governement 
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in addition to the hostility of N oran da Mines and similar mining 
companies operating in northwestern Quebec. On top of it all, 
Mine-Mill was about to be faced with a determined challenge to 
its jurisdictional right in organizing workers in Canada's mining 
communities from the United Steelworkers of America. 

The context of the struggle which Mine-Mill would be 
faced with has been succinctly summarized by Benoit-Beaudry 
Gourd: 

Les syndiqués du Mine-Mill, à ce moment crucial dans leurs rap­
ports avec les compagnies minières, au moment précis où leur com­
bativité et leur unité peuvent les amener à développer les acquis de 
la récente grève à la Noranda, font face au sournois maraudage de 
l'United Steelworkers of America, le puissant syndicat de la métal­
lurgie, qu'appuie en sous-main, puis de plus en plus ouvertement, le 
Canadian Congress of Labour, la centrale Canadienne à laquelle les 
deux syndicats internationaux rivaux sont affiliés. 

The Expulsion of IUMM & SW from the CCL 

Although the circumstances surrounding the suspension on 
August 24, 1948 of Mine-Mill from the CCL are unclear, it is gene­
rally believed that this action was taken because of the union 's in­
volvement with the Communist Party. Once expelled, the Cana­
dian sections, of the United Mine Workers (UMW), the United 
Steelworkers of America (USW A) and even the Canadian Congress 
of Labour itself fought over who should take over Mine-Mill's 
jurisdiction in the northern Canadian mining communities. Only 
after pressure co ming from officers in Washington was exerted on 
the Canadian executives to endorse USWA's daim, was it finally 
adjudicated (Ab ella: 1973: 109). 

According to George Harris, District Secretary for the Uni­
ted Electrical W orkers of America, Charlie Millard had begun to 
undermine Mine-Mill 's local at Nor and a shortly after the strike of 
1946-47. It was alleged that he sent in organizers to both Tiro­
mins, Ontario, and N oranda, Quebec, "with the message that all 
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would be well if the miners would leave the "red" Mine-Mill union 
... that the mine owners would not give the workers decent wages 
or a good union contract with union security as long as they re­
mained in Mine-Mill. But on the other hand, if the miners joined a 
'respectable' union then the 'bosses' opposition would disappear". 
(Canadian Tribune, September 14, 1954). 

Since Mine-Mill had not been successful in obtaining 
'check -off', it, therefore, fell prey to these incursions , by the 
USWA. The Rouyn-Noranda Mine Workers Union was formed and 
received its charter from the CCL. Mine-Mill slowly retreated out 
of Rouyn-Noranda and the region. On January 19, 1950 the Uni­
ted Steelworkers of America was awarded jurisdiction of the mi­
ning sector. It was not untill95l that the USWA was implanted 
in the region. It would take another year before negotiations for 
collective agreements with Noranda Mines and the mining compa­
nies would begin. 
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III- THE NORANDA STRIKE: 1953-54 

On August 22, 1953 a legal strike was called by the USWA 
·at both Noranda, Quebec and Timmins, Ontario_ Over 93 percent 
of the 1600 Noranda mine and smelter workers voted to man the 
picket lines. 

When negotiations between the Steelworkers and N oran da 
broke down, the union leaders under Pat Burke called a member­
ship meeting to decide on a strike vote. In the words of one of the 
strikers, the mood of the workers was to go on strike: 

So with the last meeting with the company they went and called a 
meeting at 10 o'dock at night, no earlier than that, around 8, but by 
10 they had the vote: the old hall on 111 Main Street, it was packed 
and everybody was yelling strike, strike. So they decided that at 12 
o'dock they were going to hit the bricks. So about twenty to twelve, 
they jumped into the cars and everything else, and they took off to 
go to the mine to start the picket line at rnidnight. 

The strike lasted for a total of 147 days, broken down into 
110 days in 1953 and 37 days in 1954. The total number of man­
days lost was 235,000 at an estimated cost of $1,974,000 in sala­
ries alone (12). The strike was terminated by the union on Fe­
bruary 3, 1954. 

In an exhaustive study of the strike, Jean Mehling argued 
that the issue of voluntary and revocable 'check-off' dominated 
the negotiations (13). Referring to documentation which he had 
access to, Mehling argues that management saw the issue of volun­
tary and revocable 'check-off' as the first step in a three-stage 
grand plan by the union which would lead next to a union shop 
and culminate in a closed shop. Once the union had gained 
'check-off' at Noranda, Quebec it would expand to the other 
Noranda operations and the rest of the Canadian mining industry. 

ln an carly advertisement in the Quebec City daily Le 
Soleil, Noranda made its position irrevocable: 
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Pour bien comprendre ce que représente la soi-disant sécurité syndi­
cale, il faut considérer séparément le cas des membres de l'union et 
celui des chefs d'union payés et du bureau-chef de l'union. La loi 
protège les membres des unions et assure à leurs syndicats autant de 
sécurité que les membres en désirent pour elles. La sécurité des 
chefs unionistes payés et du bureau-chef de l'union ne devrait dépen­
dre que de l'appui libre et du bon vouloir des membres de l'union. 

En demandant la soi-disant "sécurité syndicale", les chefs d 'union 
payés cherchent en réalité à obtenir que l'on garantisse leur situa­
tion financière et leur puissance d'action sur les employés et sur l'é­
conomie nationale, au moyen de retenues obligatoires sur les salai­
res des travailleurs (14) . 

One of the strikers interviewed who was later to become a 
trustee and a sargeant-at-arms for the Steelworkers also acknow­
ledged 'check-off' as an important issue in the strike: 

But the strike in '53 ..•. check-off had something to do with it, and 
on top of that, the company insisted on this 4 per cent. lt was only 
a small amount, 4 percent. So the boys went out and took a strike 
vote. 

The steelworkers were determined to press for sorne form 
of union security at the Noranda, Quebec operations and the com­
pany was even more determined to deny to them this demand. 
The two adversaries had locked homs on this one issue. As the 
strike continued with little chance for an early seUlement, each 
side had to justify its position to its constituency; 1 ames Murdoch 
and senior management had to seek support from the shareholders 
while the union leaders had to seek support from the rank and file. 

The strike spreàd so that by early October 1953, 4,100 mi­
ners were on strike at N oranda, Quebec the Mclntyre Porcupine 
Mines, Hollinger Consolidated, and three other mines in the Tim­
mins-Porcupine area of Ontario. 

102 



• .. 

The 'Cost' of the Strike 

The effects of the strike in Rouyn-Noranda were felt in the 
hardships which the workers, their families and the local merchant 
class were forced to endure. The absolute minimum cost to each 
working miner which can be calculated as a direct result of the 
Noranda strike was $1,234. If the miner was a member of the 
union he received strike benefits amounting to $21.00 a week (cal­
culated for a family of four). The strike period amounted to 25 
weeks, bringing total aïd to him and his family of $525. ln ali, 
then, the minimum amount he lost was $709. Non-union mem­
bers suffered by far the most. They had to shoulder the totalloss 
of a six-month strike. 

Property and the Ethnie Division of Labour 

Within the working-class, French Canadians could be sin­
gled out as the least propertied among the various ethnie groups in 
the community. In Rouyn, 14/17 of the estimated 15,000 inhabi­
tants were French-Canadians. The other fraction was made up 
mostly of European immigrants who encompassed sorne 25 natio­
nalities. There were approximately 500 English Canadians living 
in Rouyn. Rouyn was a predominately French-Canadian town but 
"the large majority of property owners were foreigners (d'origine 
étrangère) while the French Canadian workers rented their homes 
from these foreign property owners (propriétaires d'origine étran­
gère) (Mehling: 1963: 72). 

Noranda was characterized by the preponderance of the 
company as a landlord with over 400 houses which it rented out 
to employees. While the strike was in its fifth month, the compa­
ny decided to issue eviction notices to its tenants if back rent was 
not paid. While the company was informing the union leaders 
that they would continue negotiations after January 13, the com­
pany on J anuary 5, mailed letters to all the workers informing 
them that the company's final offer remained at 7 l/2 per cent. 
ln addition, the company sent eviction notices to its Noranda te­
nants if they did not pay their back rent. Close to 200 working 
families would have been affected. This action was a tactical 
move on the part of the company to put pressure on the union. 
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Workers who were threatened with eviction would be prone to 
pressure the union to accept the company's last offer. 

The company eventually did not seek to evict its tenants, 
but this event highlighted the vulnerable position of the working 
class in company towns while the French-Canadian part was struc­
turally located in the most dependent position in the community. 

The Merchant Class 

The merchant class was caught between the workers and 
the company. A neutral position became increasingly more diffi­
cult to maintain as they were being forced to take a position even 
thought they tried to balance themselves between the two comba­
tants. The merchants were obliged to give credit to the striking 
workers if they hoped to stay in business after the strike. Not ali 
merchants in the town felt confident about accepting vouchers. 
From an interview with one of the union representatives, the mer­
chants' apprehension was explained in the following manner: 

There was the odd store that refused to accept vouchers. Now you 
couidn't exactly biarne them for that because in the eariy '40's in 
Kirkiand Lake, Mine-Mill was in there and there was a strike in 
Kirkland Lake in the goid mine, and there are still merchants in 
Kirkland who have never been paid for what they gave on vouchers 
for the Mine-Mill strike, and word gets around so you really can't 
biarne the se mer chants here for sorne of them being ieery. 

Most storekeepers advanced credit to the striking workers. 
But there was at least a two week waiting period before the vou­
chers could be cashed. This prompted a degree of protests from 
sorne of the merchants who had to keep their own creditors at 
bay. (RG27 Vol. no. 229). 

One manner in which the merchant class attempted to act 
as intermediary in the strike was by requesting to the provincial 
Minister of Labour through the local Chamber of Commerce to 
intervene in the conflict. 
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The Steelworkers did much to enhance their image as a 
positive force in the community. There were no important inci­
dences of violence or destruction of company property. ln the 
words of onu of the strikers, "it was an orderly strike and (sic) 
there wasn't one cent's worth of damage done". 

The fact that the Steelworkers spent over $2 million, 
which included strikes in other mining towns in northwestern 
Quebec and northeastern Ontario where they were also present, 
meant that workers who were union members did not completely 
shoulder the burden of the expenses brought on by the strike. 
The money which union members received found its way into the 
hands of the merchants in the community who sold food, clothing 
and other necessities to the men and their families. Because the 
merchants were regularly paid by the union for extending credit to 
the workers, a bond of trust between the merchants and the union 
began to be established. The union took care of its own and those 
that helped them (i.e. the merchants). lt presented itself in the 
community as an organization whose size and wealth could be 
counted on to protect the worker and his family: 

Nobody suffered. If it was necessary that phone bills and medicine 
and that had to be paid, the union would pay. Now it cost the 
Steelworkers one hell of a pile of money here for that strike of 
3,000 here and at the same time they had the strikes at Normetal 
and in Tirnmins, the Porcupine camp, they had 2 or 3 thousand 
people on strike up t he re so the Steelworkers had around 7,000 
or 8,000 people on strike in northeastern Ontario and northwestern 
Que bec. 

But, the issue of voluntary and revocable 'check-off' kept the two 
combatants apart and would not be resolved un til one of the two 
contestants either withdrew the demand or gave in to it. On the 
twenty-first of J anuary, 1954 lawyers for the United Steelworkers 
of America recommended to the union negotiators to accept No­
randa's offer without the 'check-off' provision. On February 13, 
1954 the union took the matter toits membership. The vote was 
564 to 125 in favour of accepting the company's offer. On Fe­
bruary 17, 1954 the strike was officially over. 
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Both Murray Cotterill, director of the CCL 's Political Ac­
tion Committee (PAC), and Vincent Sweeney, past director of the 
USW A, acknowledged the importance of this strike for the future 
status of the USW A in these northem mining communities. Cot­
terill notes: 

The showdown found thousand of rniners on the picket lines during 
a sub-zero winter in Timrnins. Rouyn and other Quebec mining 
camps. Before the strike ended, more than $2,000,000 most of 
which came from U.S. Steelworkers, had been spent in strike wei­
fare and legal costs. But this time the strike didn't end in a company 
win. It ended with increases, intact organization and awary respect 
for union strength which had never existed in the offices of mine 
managements up until that time. (Canadian Labour, June 1957). 

Sweeney remarks: 

(This strike was) one of the longest, grimmest strikes in Canadian 
History. For over eight months, during the bitter winters of '53 and 
'54, more than 7,000 rniners patrolled the pitheads at temperatures 
as low as 40 below zero... But only a union as big and as determined 
as the USW could have provided the help. For the (sic) fttst time in 
the history of the far north rnining camps, a strike was settled with 
the union organization unsmashed and the rniners returning under 
new agreements including wage boosts. (Sweeney, 196). 

The fact that the Steelworkers could not make the inroads 
into the Canadian non-ferrous mineral industry in northem Onta­
rio and northwestem Quebec that they had anticipated meant a 
partial vacuum still existed in this important natural resource sec­
tor of the economy that could still be filled by Mine-Mill. 

In a front page article in the Financial Post under the hea­
ding "One Step Now Shapes Mining Labour Future", the stage was 
set for what would be a significant development. The article be­
gins by stating that "Canadian Mining this week stood at a labour 
crossroads. The direction it will take in two major areas will do 
much to determine its future labour outlook, both in wages and 
hours and in the unions which represent its employees". These 
two major areas were the uranium mines of northem Ontario 
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where USW A had just won a representation vote at Bicroft, the 
largest uranium mine in Ontario 's Bancroft field, and, of course, 
Noranda with the largest copper mine in Canada. "The hattie 
lines between the steel union and the pinko Mine-Mill now are 
pretty weil drawn". (January 26, 1957). 

At Noranda, the Financial Post argued that "this is a key 
contract for the Steelworkers. Noranda is an extremely tough bar­
gainer. If steel can get a good settlement without a strike, it gains 
prestige as compared with Mine-Mill, sets a pattern which dozens 
of smaller mines will have to follow. If, however, Steelworkers 
stubs its toe again on Noranda, Mine-Mill's cause among the miners 
is advanced ... it (Noranda) is tied up with the fight for labour po­
wer between the two unions. Steelworkers cannot afford to loose 
prestige in any branch of mining if it wishes to keep expanding its 
miner membership at the expense of Mine-Mill". 

The importance of 'check-off' or a good collective agree­
ment between Noranda and the USWA would surely entrench 
USW A in these mining communities. And it is with this thought 
in mind that we now turn to the strike at Murdochville. 
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IV GASPE COPPER MINES AND THE UNITED STEEL­
WORKERS OF AMERICA 
The scene for this historie confrontation is the Gaspe pe­

ninsula. The company is the Gaspe Copper Mines Limited, a subsi­
diary of Noranda Mines. The company town where the events un­
folded is Murdochville, named after the chairman of N oranda 
Mines, James Y. Murdoch. 

The narrative of the strike might become overbearing if I 
were to detail the circumstances leading to the USW A organizing 
drive before the merger between the TLC and the CCL into the 
Canadian Labour Congress (CLC). Also, those events are essen­
tially peripheral to the major thrust of the present argument. 
Consequently, I will only mention that the USW A had been at­
tempting to organize the workers at Murdochville since 1952. 
They were thwarted each time they tried and when in 1954 the 
International Union of Mine Employees (IUME), an affiliate to the 
Tradès and Labour Council (TLC), was certified by the QLRB, 
they were forced into a temporary background. A two year con­
tract had been signed with Gaspe Copper Mines which was due to 
terminale in July 1956. Negotiations for a new contract had alrea­
dy begun sometime in J anuary 1956 between the union and the 
company. (Chartier, "Murdochville: Les Faits", p. 374-75). 

In April 1956, the Canadian Congress of Labour and the 
Trades and Labour Congress (TLC) merged to form the new Cana­
dian Labour Congress (CLC). After a meeting with Theo Gagnier, 
past president of local514 of the IUME at Murdochville, the Cana­
dian Labour Congress decided to 'allocate' the IUME local to the 
organizing drive of the USW A. Emile Boudre au, a Steelworker 
organizer, argued that it might be easier to sim ply administer the 
IUME contract. (Interview with Emile Boudreau, March 16, 
1975). 

Theo Gagnier countered that he was convinced that "the 
workers wanted a change, and they did not want a change in na­
me". The fact that the IUME had only twenty members out of 
approximately 1000 production workers at Gaspe Copper Mines 
was probably the more important of Theo Gagnier 's arguments in 
convincing Emile Boudreau that the workers "wanted a change". 
(Labour Gazette, June 1970). 
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AU told, though, the USW A anticipated very little difficul­
ty in organizing the majority of the workers. According to Pat 
Burke, by June 1956 the union had managed to sign up 776 mem­
bers. On June 6, 1956 local 4881 of the USWA presented a peti­
tion for certification to the Quebec Labour Relations Board 
(QLRB). When the QLRB investigated the application in the 
first week of July, 840 cards had been signed and paid for. (Pat 
Burke, "Report on Gaspe Copper", August 19, 1956). 

Standard procedure required the QLRB to inform the 
company of the union's presentation. This the QLRB didon June 
22, 1956. The QLRB then investigated the claim made by the 
Steelworkers on July 3, 1956 with the result that out of 920 wor­
kers eligible to join, 840 were "declared" members of the union. 
AU these circumstances, up to this point, indicated that the USW A 
would soon be certified as the sole bargaining agent at Murdoch­
ville. This being the case, the USW A would be in a strategically 
important position at this particular moment in its organizational 
career in Canada. Obviously, the USW A bargaining strength vis-à­
vis Nor and a Mines would have been formidable once Local 4881 
became the certified bargaining agent at Murdoch ville. the USW A 
would then be in a position to seriously disrupt Nor and a 's total 
operations since the Horne Mine and Murdochville represented al­
most ali of Noranda's copper production at that time. We will re­
turn to this important consideration once we have sketched sorne 
of the more important events that led up to the strike itself. 

The company's first reaction to these developments was to 
request on July 6, 1956 from the QLRB the local's petition and 
ail other supporting documents. This request was complied with 
on July 15, except for the names of the workers who had paid 
their dues to the union. On August 2, 1956 the company obtai­
ned from Hon. Oscar Boulanger of the Quebec Superior Court a 
writ of prohibition against the QLRB which ordered the Board 
and the local to suspend ali proceedings for certification. The 
reasons offered were that the Board had acted "illegally and 
without jurisdiction" by refusing the company's request for the 
names of ali the signed-up employees. 
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