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Foreword

    

While researching an unrelated subject, I discovered the existence of an 

internment camp in Hull, Quebec, which had been used to intern Canadian communists 

and labour union leaders during World War II.  Few in the local, historical community, 

let alone the general public, knew of the camp. The internment puzzled me even more 

since the Soviet Union was Canada’s ally during the War.  In fact, the victory of the 

Allies was in no small measure the result of the resistance of the Soviet Union to fascism.  

Why had the Canadian state repressed communists during World War II? Why were 

labour union leaders also interned?   

What my research uncovered was a story that might fill the bill for an inspired 

detective story or espionage tale, replete with surprises, twists and turns, and unexpected 

reversals of situations and conditions.  The Red Patch is the story of the internment of 

Canadian leftists during World War II, a sordid and surprising example of violation of 

basic liberties in Canada, albeit lesser-known than other episodes such as the forced 

evacuation and internment during World War II of Japanese-Canadians.  The liberation of 

the Hull internees was also a surprising story for how it was accomplished, and its 

subsequent impacts on social progress and civil liberties in Canada.  
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It was in response to pressures from the English-Canadian bourgeoisie and the 

French-Canadian petty-bourgeoisie that the federal government insisted on a wartime 

policy of repressing communists and their allies on the left within the union movement.  

At the same time, these people were among the Canadians most eager to fight against the 

forces of fascism, naziism, and militarism assembled in the Anti-Comintern Axis of 

Germany, Italy, and Japan assembled to resist the Communist International.  This policy 

of the Canadian state was perhaps ironic, but it was not sudden.  In fact, the policy had 

begun a generation earlier during World War I, in the wake of the Russian Revolution of 

1917, and had continued during the next two decades.  The policy had as its aim to 

subject Canadian society to the social discipline sought by Canada’s ruling classes and 

the state authorities who served them.   

The social combat of communists and their allies during the 1930s and 1940s was 

not entirely a story of repression.  Unionization, social programs, and general social 

progress, including the expansion of civil liberties, owe much to leftists of previous 

generations,included among them the Hull internees.  In fact, the rights and social 

conditions enjoyed today by contemporary workers were won by those who struggled on 

the left during the first half of the 20th century, even if we might also observe that these 

rights and conditions have been chipped away during the last generation by the 

contemporary right.    

We flash forward sixty years to the beginning of this century.  In 2003, the case of 

Maher Arar, a Syrian-Canadian from Ottawa, captured the attention of Canadians.  With 
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the complicity of agencies of the Canadian state, an apparently innocent Arar was sent to 

Syria by American authorities during a business trip to the U.S..  In Syria, Arar was 

imprisoned and subjected to torture for a year, an example of violation of basic civil 

rights involving the Canadian state at a moment of anxiety produced by the so-called war 

on terrorism.  A judge who inquired into the affair reported in September, 2006 that 

while Arar was without blame in the matter, not so the RCMP, which behaved badly 

towards a Canadian citizen under the influence of the panic induced by the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks on New York City and Washington.   

Organizations representing Muslim and Arab-Canadians and immigrants ,and 

civil libertarians defend their constituents against measures such as the security 

certificates that the federal government can issue for detaining or deporting immigrants 

without explanation, a measure that resembles the measures used historically in Canada 

to repress communists and labour unionists.  The security certificates are just one 

example of discrimination by police and the judicial system against Muslims and Arabs, 

of which there have been several, other recent examples of victims:  Adil Charkaoui, 

Mohammed Harkat, Hassan Almrei, Mohammad Mahjoub, Mahmoud Jaballah,and still 

others. The state repression occurs in a climate where government and the media 

routinely display negative caricatures about Arabs and Muslims, part of what might be 

called the Islamaphobia that reigns today in western society. Fortunately, these people are 

able to fight for their rights, with help from other Canadians sensitized to the need to 

defend civil liberties.  
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In the feverish atmosphere of crises and wars, whether real, apprehended, 

imagined or concocted, it can thus happen that the state violates basic human rights.  The 

Red Patch deals with just such a situation during World War II. The lessons for us today 

should be instructive. 
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Note about the Use of Terms

  
This book refers to the ethnic origin of people as English-Canadian, French-Canadian ,or 

European. These terms might not be used as often today as in the past, but they were 

common currency in the period covered by this book. As such, they are useful for 

purposes of this book.  

English-Canadian refers to an Anglophone residing in Canada whose country of origin is 

Canada, Great Britain, Ireland, or the United States. French-Canadian refers to Canadian-

born Francophones. European refers to someone who originates from Europe, whether 

born in Canada or immigrant, who is neither English-Canadian nor French-Canadian. The 

Europeans mentioned in this book include Ukrainians, Finns, Scandinavians, Germans, 

Yugoslavs, Hungarians, Poles, Russians, Frenchmen, Italians, and Jews from Poland, 

Russia, and Germany. 
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Introduction

   
One evening in September, 1940, Petro Kravchuk went to see a movie at a cinema 

near the corner of Portage and Main streets in downtown Winnipeg.  The film being 

shown that evening was Foreign Correspondent, directed by the great, English 

filmmaker, Alfred Hitchcock.  The movie deals with an American journalist who 

stumbles upon a pre-war nazi plot of intrigue and duplicity in Holland. A more subtle 

theme of the film aimed at snapping Americans out of their traditional isolationism to 

confront the reality of the coming war.  This certainly was a subject to pique the interest 

of Kravchuk, a thirty-year-old political activist and anti-fascist, who often employed the 

anglicized version of his name, Peter Krawchuk.  Journalist at The People’s Gazette, the 

leading Ukrainian-language daily newspaper, Krawchuk was also active in the 

Communist Party of Canada and in the Ukrainian Labour-Farm Temple Association, an 

ethnic organization led by communist Ukrainian-Canadians.   

Exiting the movie, Krawchuk was arrested by two members of the Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police.1  Invoking the War Measures Act of 1914, the federal 

government and its police judged that Krawchuk constituted a menace to the security of 

the state and the public, without telling Krawchuk how his actions constituted such a 

menace.  Krawchuk was sent to an internment camp in Kananaskis, Alberta, in the 

Rockies, near Banff.  Interned with 39 other leftists from western Canada arrested in 

similar circumstances, Krawchuk and his fellow internees were transferred in July, 1941 

to Petawawa, Ontario, a military base about 180 kilometres west of Ottawa-Gatineau.  
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One month later, the western internees, along with leftists from central and eastern 

Canada already incarcerated in Petawawa, were transferred to an internment camp in 

Hull, Quebec.  The camp, in fact, was the current, provincial prison in Gatineau in the 

Val-Tétreault neighbourhood in the Hull sector, at the northern end of Saint-François 

Street, one kilometre from Taché Boulevard.  The prison was a white elephant built by 

the first Duplessis government in the 1930s.  It had never been used since it did not meet 

standards for provincial prisons in Quebec.  The provincial government of Adélard 

Godbout leased the building to federal authorities when the latter indicated the need for 

an additional internment camp.   

For fifteen months, the Hull prison was used as a camp to intern Canadian 

communists, sympathizers, and union leaders.  The Hull internees were finally released in 

the Fall of 1942, after a successful, public campaign across Canada.  By then, some 

internees had spent nearly three years imprisoned or interned, without recourse to the 

basic protections of the Canadian justice system.   

In the collective and popular, local memory of the Ottawa Valley, the episode of 

the internment of the leftist Canadians simply does not exist.  Who were the internees?  

What happened?  How did the Canadian internees experience their incarceration?  What 

were the background,  context, and causes and effects of the internment in Hull, and of 

the broader repression of the left during World War II?  In short, how can we understand 

and explain these events?  These are the questions which this document addresses, as we 



  

3

 
link an episode of local history, long-since forgotten, to the national and international 

history of World War II.   

                                                

 

1 Telephone interview with Peter Krawchuk in January, 1997. 
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Chapter 1 – The Iron Heel of Ruthlessness  

The Nature of Historical Explanation  

This document tries to explain historical events surrounding the internment of 

Canadian communists, sympathizers, and labour union leaders which took place during 

World War II in Hull, Quebec. These internments were part of a general repression of the 

political left undertaken by the Canadian state during World War II. The historical 

explanation contained herein addresses what happened, how it happened, and the chain of 

events that occured. We try to discern the roots and causes of the events, and their effects 

and repercussions. An important part of historical explanation is to describe the context 

of events. The usefulness of context is diminished if it is so vast that it strains credibility 

with respect to the actual events being studied. On the other hand, the roots and origins of 

the actors and forces at work do require description in some detail, as does the social 

environment surrounding the events if we are to make sense of them. Thus,this document 

broadly outlines the origins of Canadian communism and its history up to the Cold War, 

including the social milieu in which communism was incubated in Canada, as well as the 

development of opposition to communism.   

The Events of our Story  

The events of our story are simple, but understanding them is not as easy as 

describing them. After a generation of state supression of Canadian communists, and the 
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labour unions and organizations they led, the onset of World War II provided a golden 

opportunity to repress the Communist Party of Canada by imprisoning and interning 

communists and their associates. The official, public reason was the position of the 

Communist Party against Canadian participation in the war after the signing of the Hitler-

Stalin Non-aggression Pact in 1939. The Pact and its ramifications are indeed 

controversial subjects of considerable interest for historians. The Pact, however, was not 

the real reason for the repression. When the communists wholeheartedly supported the 

war effort after Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June, 1941, the Communist Party 

remained illegal, while the internees remained in prison. Furthermore, the RCMP 

continued to track communists, including ex-internees, even when they were serving in 

the military or otherwise actively working to support the war effort after their liberation.  

After some imprisonments of communists at the beginning of the war for specific 

offences against the War Measures Act and the attendant Defence of Canada Regulations, 

the government began to intern communists, detaining them without charging them for 

specific offences. Beginning late in 1939, forty leftists from western Canada, a large 

number of them Ukrainian, were interned at Kananaskis in the Rockies, near Banff, 

Alberta. In July , 1941, these people were transferred to Petawawa, where they joined 

seventy or so internees from central and eastern Canada already interned in Petawawa. 

The next month, after some compromising incidents, the leftist internees were transferred 

to an unused provincial prison in Hull, Quebec, on the north side of the Ottawa River 

opposite the federal capital, where some men remained interned as long as fifteen months 

before being released. 
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Nevertheless, once in Hull, life was indeed not so bad for the internees. Hull was 

an improvement over conditions in Kananaskis and Petawawa, where the communists 

had been surrounded by fascists and their supporters, since the leftist internees were now 

alone. Ex-internee Peter Krawchuk reminds us of the obvious: Hull is in Canada. “Hull 

prison was not comparable to a nazi concentration camp nor the Soviet gulag.”2 

Nonetheless, there were still problems and frustrations for the internees, such as absence 

from loved ones and the internees’ impatience to join the war effort.  

By the time the Hull internees  were released in November, 1942, some had spent 

up to three years in prisons without being charged or tried. Obtaining the liberation of the 

internees required a successful, cross-Canada campaign, during which communists 

gained public support, even among erstwhile enemies. The campaign in favour of the 

liberation of the Hull internees corresponded to a general rise in sympathy within the 

public for the Soviets, and even helped fuel this increase of public support.  

Once released, many of the younger ex-internees joined the army, while older 

men joined the reserves, or returned to their unions or joined organizations that promoted 

Canada’s war effort. Ex-internees also participated in a general awakening among 

Canadians to questions of civil rights and to a general, leftward shift in Canada’s political 

culture via social programmes, as well as the erection of formal collective bargaining, 

labour relations that finally recognized the necessary and legitimate role of unions.  The 

internees obviously were not the only force, however, at work in Canada’s shift to the 
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left. A prime motivator and beneficiary of this leftward shift was the CCF, the Co-

operative Commonwealth Federation, the ancestor party to the contemporary NDP, the 

New Democratic Party. Furthermore, war exigencies also contributed importantly to the 

move to the left by Canadians.   

A Brief Genealogy  

Our story will benefit from a brief recounting of the roots and origins of industrial 

capitalism in Canada, and of the working class it engendered. This is the background 

from which communism emerged in Canada. In effect, we need a brief genealogy.  

Canada had experienced a first industrial revolution during the period of the 

1840s to the 1870s.This industrialization was based upon state enterprise, the building of 

canals, railways, and other public works, and the use of iron and steam power. The first 

industrial revolution produced a nascent, working class movement in spite of state and 

capitalist repression. The first industrial revolution was followed by a profound, 

economic depression in the years 1873 to 1895. Business responded to this depression 

with massive investment of capital in blue-collar work. New products were also 

introduced such as petroleum, steel, aluminum, and pulp and paper, as well as mass 

media and mass consumer products such as electrical appliances. In all this, hydroelectric 

power played a predominate role. Canadians concentrated in towns and cities that 

featured the well-known urban squalor wrought by industrialization. Capitalists 

persistently increased workload, and cut wages of their workers. 
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The responses of capitalists to the depression of the late 19th century were so ugly 

that they provoked virulent opposition from other classes. Debt-ridden farmers organized 

in populist movements such as co-operatives, farm parties, and soft currency movements. 

Petty-bourgeois organized the progressive causes of social work and development of 

social institutions, municipal and electoral reform, trust-busting, and temperance and 

prohibition. For workers, the prime defence organizations were craft unions and the 

Knights of Labour. The latter somewhat presaged the industrial unionism of the 

Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO) during the 1930s depression. Partly owing 

to its conflict with craft unions, partly since the Knights were ahead of their time in terms 

of the nature of the economy, the Knights were unable to reach their objective of creating 

their co-operative commonwealth. The Knights ran out of steam in the U.S. at the end of 

the 1880s, but continued to exist in central Canada, especially in Quebec. Nationalism 

and the nature of the economy based upon light industry, where capital investment was 

less important than an abundant quantity of cheap labour, continued to make the Knights 

an organization useful to workers in Quebec. This tendency eventually coalesced in the 

nationalist, Catholic unions of the Confédération des syndicats catholiques du Canada in 

Quebec. In English Canada, nationalist, industrial unions appeared in Canadian-owned 

sectors such as transportation. A third type of unionism, more radical, appeared in 

resource industries such as lumber and mining, where many Europeans worked. These 

workers imported their own traditions to unions such as the International Workers of the 

World and the One Big Union. This tendency was anarcho-syndicalist; anarchism in 

many forms was important in Europe. The principal tool of anarchist-syndicalist unions 
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was to be the general strike of all workers, who would simultaneously lay down their 

tools, thus achieving ascendancy for the working class. Nevertheless, the most successful 

union growth in terms of numbers and influence occurred among the craft unions 

assembled in the American Federation of Labour (AF of L) and its Canadian affiliate, the 

Canadian Congress of Trade Unions. These unions pioneered techniques such as 

collective bargaining, strikes, and picketing.  

The Knights of Labour left two distinct tendencies among the political parties 

working on behalf of the working class: labour parties and socialist organizations. Labour 

parties were electoralist and aimed at winning elections to foster positive, social 

legislation for workers and their unions. These parties eventually coalesced with other 

social groups during the 1930s in the CCF, which borrowed its name from the objective 

of the Knights of Labour of two generations previous,calling itself the Cooperative 

Commonwealth Federation. The CCF was a social democratic coalition of farmers, 

labourites, fabian socialists of the British persuasion, social planners, intellectuals, 

protestant reformers in the Social Gospel movement, workers, and trade unionists.  A 

second trend among political parties included those who advocated the replacement of 

capitalism with socialism. Some socialists eventually supported the Russian Revolution 

of 1917 in Russia. In 1921, a Canadian party coalesced various socialist parties towards 

this aim, supported by the communist parties of the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.. This party 

attempted to unite all workers and trade unionists, regardless of strain of unionism. In the 

1920s, the communists absorbed the workers and unions of the anarcho-syndicalist 
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movement as the latter ran its course, although there did remain small anarchist groups in 

Canada.  

World War I  

Before proceeding with the 1920s, we must talk about World War I, or the ‘Great 

War’. The Russian Revolution occurred in 1917 as a direct result of the Great War, the 

war to end all wars, as it was called at the time. Indeed, one can understand little of 

historical importance about the 20th century without some understanding of World War I. 

It is not saying anything new to say that World War I led to World War II; indeed, it was 

a sort of dress rehearsal for the calamity that befell the world only a generation later.   

The Russian Revolution of 1917, engendered by the war, provoked fascist 

reaction throughout the West, even though during the 1920s, there was a curious alliance 

between German conservatives and Stalin of the U.S.S.R.. The latter helped the German 

military secretly train on Soviet soil and re-arm with Soviet assistance in spite of the 

Versailles Treaty, which had been negotiated after World War I to eliminate German, 

military capacity. For the Soviets, however, anything that weakened the leading, capitalist 

countries of France and Great Britain was a worthwhile pursuit. The French had insisted 

upon vengeful terms for the Versailles Treaty as part of the incessant conflict with 

Germany, which went back to the Franco-Prussian war of the 1870s. There were also 

other national strategies born in World War I that were pursued during the 1920s and 

1930s, which also contributed to starting World War II. The British, who presided over 
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their massive empire even as it was being transformed bit-by-bit into the contemporary 

Commonwealth of equals, seemed unaware that their economic superiority had slipped to 

the Americans, many of whom were also unaware of this reality. Americans continued to 

exhibit the traditional anglophobia which had served America well during generations of 

paying debts to Britain. Above all, Americans were taken with the notion of isolationism, 

that they should not get involved in the periodic, nasty, European habit of warfare. British 

governments, also reflecting the opinion of Commonwealth governments, pursued a 

policy of appeasement of Germany to try to soften the harsh terms that the French had 

imposed on Germany at Versailles.  

All these national strategies contributed to the origins of World War II. People, 

however, also inhabit spaces other than their nation-states. They occupy social and 

economic spaces, their social classes. All social classes reacted with their particular 

strategies and ideologies to the trauma of World War I. In effect, World War I was the 

deadliest war ever seen: about 8.5 million soldiers killed, 21 million injured, 13 million 

civilians dead owing to hunger, cold, combat, and massacres.3 World War I, a war of 

European imperialism, began in a fever of chauvinism, and ended in the despair of simple 

soldiers who could not understand why they were fighting, dying, getting injured, or even 

why they should be inflicting similar pain on other, simple soldiers. Consider the despair 

of these soldiers stuck in awful trench warfare, led by generals who seemingly knew 

little, other than ordering futile attacks in a war that never ended, in which nothing was 

concluded, and no one won. Facing this reality, some soldiers took matters into their own 

hands. They mutinied, deserted, went on strike, worked out informal truces with enemy 
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soldiers and established soviets, workers’ councils, to attempt to make peace with the 

worker-soldiers among the enemy. It was among Russians that the revolt against the 

conditions of warfare moved furthest, perhaps owing to the horror of Russian losses. The 

largest force mobilized in World War I, the Russian army of twelve million suffered 

casualties of about nine million dead, injured, missing-in-action, or imprisoned, the 

largest losses of any country in World War I.4 The czarist regime fell to revolt during the 

March Revolution of 1917, but the governments produced by the revolt were unwilling to 

extricate Russia from the War. Owing to the never-ending horrors of the war, Russian 

soldiers and workers,along with the Bolsheviks,  succeeded in imposing peace and a new 

social order following the Russian Revolution of November, 1917.  

The Russian Revolution provided an example that could be imitated and, at least 

to a certain extent,was imitated by soldiers and workers in western countries. To the 

bourgeoisie and the ruling class served by western governments, three strategic elements 

appeared necessary when considering the meaning of the Russian Revolution. Firstly, 

World War I had to be concluded as quickly as possible, even if had resolved little. 

Secondly, social revolution had to be stopped at once. Fourteen western countries, 

including Canada, were united by Winston Churchill in military expeditions against the 

Russians in an unsuccessful attempt to dislodge the Bolsheviks and their social 

revolution. In view of the failure of these efforts, western states then conducted 

continuing diplomatic, espionage, and economic warfare against the U.S.S.R..5 The 

revolutionary contagion also required innoculation among western countries and their 

peoples, hence,domestic measures of political suppression were essential. Thirdly, 
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difficult to obtain, would be an end to recurring warfare in Europe, especially since it 

seemed to imply future, social revolutions.  

To the reformers within the petty-bourgeoisie, the Great War had been caused by 

the arms race and by the failure of traditional diplomacy. Attempts at world disarmament, 

the creation of the League of Nations, and especially within the English-speaking world, 

recognition of the legitimacy of German complaints against the harsh and vengeful terms 

of the Versailles Treaty came to be seen as the means to prevent wars. This last policy 

was commonly known as appeasement, and was pursued by Great Britain in the 1920s 

and the 1930s. Among the German petty-bourgeois, rightists, and military veterans, some 

observed yet another abomination. Amidst and immediately following the national shame 

and disgrace of German defeat, a defeat that right-wing ideology attributed to a lack of 

civilian support, there were some — communists,socialists, social democrats, anarchists, 

labour unionists, Jews — who wished to take advantage of the sorry, national position of 

Germany to launch a social revolution. This was treachery, a point of view best 

incarnated in the menacing and xenophobic figure of Adolf Hitler.  

In short, the horrors of the Great War and the social convulsions it had wrought 

traumatized all social classes. These reactions of the classes to World War I contributed 

to the origins of World War II, as did the national strategies pursued by the various 

countries whose armies had participated in the war to end all wars.  

World War I and the Repression of the Left 
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In Canada, Europeans from enemy countries, especially Germany and the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, were victims of state repression during and immediately after World 

War I. For a generation previous, Europeans had received mistrust and slights from 

English-Canadians, especially in western Canada. European immigration was necessary 

for settling the country. In fact, it had been a key part of Macdonald’s National Policy, 

however, Europeans also brought with them dangerous ideas: syndicalism, anarchism, 

and socialism mixed in dangerous, political blends. In such an atmosphere of fear, 

mistrust, and racism, a movement to ban bilingual teaching in public schools in the 

languages of the European immigrants emerged in English Canada as part of an effort to 

keep Canada British. World War I provided the occasion for provinces to implement 

these bans. At the same time, the opportunity also presented itself to ban the French 

language from public schools in the Prairie Provinces.  

The War Measures Act of 1914adopted early during WWI authorized the federal 

government to do practically anything to ensure the security of the state, including taking 

measures aimed at enemy subjects, the terms used for Europeans whose origins were in 

the belligerent countries with which Canada was at war. For instance, 80,000 Europeans 

were required to register as enemy subjects. The harassment got more pointed when 

8,579 Europeans, of which 5,956 originated from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, were 

interned, even if they had been born in Canada. The largest number were Ukrainians,even 

though the principal enemies of Canada were the Germans, of which a much smaller 

number, 1,192, were interned.6 In 1917, the federal government issued another insult to 
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Ukrainians and other Europeans.Conscription had made the Borden government 

unpopular among Europeans,as if registration and internment weren’t enough. 

Conscription was also unpopular with farmers losing their sons important to their 

livelihood ,just as it was with French-Canadians. Fearing electoral defeat in 1917, the 

government adopted the Wartime Elections Act.7 This legislation disenfranchised people 

originating from enemy countries naturalized after March 31, 1902, unless they had a 

brother, son ,or grandson in the military service. It also granted the federal vote to 

mothers, wives, fiancées, and sisters of military personnel, and to women serving in the 

military, which made the first victory for women’s federal suffrage indeed a tainted one.  

The repression of Europeans increased after the Russian Revolution of November, 

1917. The federal government adopted a series of measures to induce the social discipline 

sought by Canada’s ruling class, in spite of the fact that WWI ended in November, 1918.8 

In May, 1918, the government undertook massive measures of censorship. In September, 

1918, the federal government banned all publications in languages of the enemy, 

including German, Hungarian, Ukrainian, and Finnish. The pretext was the war; the real 

goal was to limit and control the effects of the Russian Revolution. At the same time, 

fourteen political organizations were banned, as were publications of trade unions and 

socialist and anarchist organizations. On October 11, 1918, exactly one month before the 

armistice, the government prohibited all strikes, and made conciliation obligatory and 

binding in industrial disputes. Just as importantly, a pattern of action was installed which 

was to serve as precedent for similar action in World War II, putatively aimed at wartime 

security ,but actually aimed at controlling and disciplining the working class. 
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World War I had beneficial effects on industrialization, economic growth, and the 

condition of Canadian capitalists. The war, however, also helped increase unionization. In 

1912, there were 160,000 trade unionists; seven years later, there were 378,000.9 The war 

also increased social conflict between business and workers. In spite of the ban on strikes 

adopted by the Borden government in October, 1918, there were 336 strikes in 1919, a 

level of social unrest not to be equalled until World War II.10 There were general, city-

wide strikes in Vancouver and Toronto, as well as other general strikes in smaller 

communities across Canada. Of course, there was the famous, Winnipeg general strike of 

forty-two days in the spring of 1919, during which 30,000 workers including local police, 

supported by sympathy strikes elsewhere in the country, struck for union recognition, 

better wages, and better working conditions.  

In the wake of all this social conflict, the federal government adopted the Illegal 

Associations Act, which banned any association, organization, society, or corporation 

whose principal objective or avowed purpose was to cause or threaten governmental, 

industrial ,or economic change in Canada by force, violence, bodily injury of persons, or 

wilful destruction of property.11 In 1927, this law was integrated to the Criminal Code of 

Canada as article 98.    

The Communist Party  
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In spite of the post-war repression of workers, two small socialist groups, with the 

support of American communists, met secretly near Guelph, Ontario in 1921 in order to 

form a communist party. The new party called itself the Workers’ Party of Canada, and 

established a clandestine structure called ‘Z’ to deal with problems of government 

harassment. The Party came out openly as the Communist Party of Canada in 1924 

during a break in government repression from the first, Liberal government of William 

Lyon Mackenzie King. The Party very soon after received the official endorsement of the 

Communist International in Moscow.  

In 1921, the Party had 650 members. It grew to 4,500 in 1925, then decreased to 

3,000 members in 1927.12 A large proportion of members were Ukrainians and Finns, 

about 40 % of members, according to one source.13 In fact, the Finnish Organization of 

Canada and the Ukrainian Labour-Farm Temple Association held associate status within 

the political bureau of the Party. By no means, however, did this mean that there were no 

conflicts between English-Canadian and European members of the party. In fact, the 

former were accused of trying to assimilate Europeans, of trying to destroy national 

cultures; the latter, of refusing to speak English, while remaining isolated within 

bourgeois, national enclaves. Over the next two decades, this became a familiar theme 

among Canadian communists, as indeed it also did among American communists at the 

same time.14  

In Montreal, a workers’ group called the Labour College, led by Annie Buller and 

Bella Gauld, conducted socialist education among English-Canadian and European 
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workers. It quickly joined the new Canadian party. Among French-Canadian Montrealers, 

a court stenographer and socialist, Albert Saint-Martin, organized the université ouvrière 

to conduct popular education among workers. Saint-Martin asked for recognition from 

Moscow of a separate, French-Canadian communist party, but the request was rejected. 

In 1927, one of Saint-Martin’s followers, Évariste Dubé, in conjunction with Elphège 

Paquette, an insurance agent in the Party, formed the first, French-Canadian wing of the 

Communist Party of Canada.15  

During the 1920s, the Party mirrored the policies of Moscow by emphasizing the 

nature of class conflict in Canada. The Party even organized purges of some leaders for 

being Trotskyites for criticizing Stalin, in imitation of the U.S.S.R. Party. The Canadian 

Party invited workers of all labour unions to support the party, but in the late 1920s, 

Moscow and the Communist International, in a reversal of previous policy, suggested that 

communists organize their own unions in preparation for the major economic depression 

that USSR communists thought correctly was about to afflict the West. So, Canadian 

communists then united 12,000 workers in eleven unions under a central called the 

Workers' Unity League, absorbing in the process the One Big Union and the International 

Workers of the World, the so-called Wobblies, still strong among British Columbia 

lumberjacks.  

The Jazz Age of the 1920s brought an economic boom to some parts of Canada, 

but the 1929 crash of stock market speculation in the U.S. plunged the world into the 

depression of the 1930s. During this period, it appeared to many that capitalism did not 
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work to the benefit of workers and farmers. In such an environment, the Communist 

Party was able to work openly and effectively, thus increasing its membership 

significantly. Before we describe this activity by the communists,however, we should 

consider the reaction of the state to the depression, and the discontent fostered among 

workers and farmers by the depression and the state’s reaction to it. For this purpose, it is 

useful to consider one man in particular, R. B. Bennett, the Conservative Prime Minister 

of Canada. Bennett was a lawyer and millionaire capitalist who, during the 1920s, was 

the principal owner of an important company in Hull, E. B. Eddy, at the time, the largest 

producer of wood products on the continent. In response to the depression of the 1930s, 

and the discontent it wrought, Prime Minister Bennett promised to crush communism 

with “the iron heel of ruthlessness”. This fascistic-sounding expression translated 

accurately the intentions of Bennett. Bennett ruled from 1929 to 1935, until his defeat by 

King’s Liberals. In 1929, the Communist Party had 2,876 members; in 1931, 1,385 

members; and in 1934, 5,500 members.16 Nevertheless, Bennett with his Tory allies in the 

Ontario provincial government, managed to arrest 10,000 people.17 The tool employed 

was article 98 of the Criminal Code, which had followed the Illegal Associations Act in 

the post-war period,  itself inspired by the War Measures Act of 1914. The Bennett 

government also made good use of a familiar scapegoat, European immigrants. Using 

Section 41 of the Immigration Act, 4,025 Europeans were deported in 1930. The next 

year, 7,000 persons were expelled, often to right-wing regimes in Poland, Hungary or 

Bulgaria, where the Canadian deportees once again were re-imprisoned or otherwise 

oppressed.18 In total, between 1930 and 1935, 26,000 were extradited from Canada for 

union or political activities, or simply for being poor or unemployed, with little or no 
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legal recourse in Canada.19 Early in the 1930s, specific measures were taken to 

discourage certain Europeans — Finns, Ukrainians, Jews — from coming to Canada.20 

British subjects presented a special case since they had the right to enter and remain in 

Canada as subjects of the Crown. To address these people, the Canadian government 

adopted specific legislative measures, thus among the 26,000 deportees were also found 

British subjects additional to Europeans. Other parts of the state besides the federal 

government joined in the xenophobia towards Europeans. The ‘red squads’ of the 

municipal police forces in Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver consistently harassed 

communists. In 1929, the City of Toronto banned the use of languages other than English 

in public meetings, so as to better control the spread of dangerous ideas among 

Europeans.21 In 1931, using article 98 of the Criminal Code, the federal government 

arrested eight leaders of the Party: John Boychuk, Malcolm Bruce, Tom Cacic, Sam Carr, 

Tom Hill, Tom McEwen, Mathew Popovich, and Tim Buck, secretary-general of the 

Party. Buck was the victim of a mysterious murder attempt that was never satisfactorily 

resolved during his imprisonment in a federal prison in Kingston, Ontario.22  

The Communists responded to the Bennett repression by organizing the Canadian 

Labour Defence League. Its leader was a man who secretly was a communist, Alfred  

Smith, formerly a Methodist minister. Originally from Guelph, Smith chaired the 

Manitoba Methodist Conference between 1915 and 1917. He left the ministry during the 

Winnipeg General Strike of 1919. Between 1920 and 1923, Smith represented Brandon in 

the Manitoba legislative assembly as a labourite. For organizing resistance to the Bennett 

repression, Smith was charged with sedition in 1934, but he was acquitted in a jury trial.23 
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The Cnadian Labour Defence League was a mass membership organization. In 1931, 

there were 123 locals, among them, 37 Ukrainian locals with 1,208 members, and 26 

Finnish locals with 856 members. In 1932, more than half the members of the League 

were Europeans, nearly 3,000 Ukrainians and 1,000 Finns.24 In 1934, the League 

obtained 483,000 signatures on a petition in favour of the government abrogating article 

98 of the Criminal Code. The winds had changed; Canadians were weary of the never-

ending depression and of the excesses of the Bennett repression. Sensing this, King and 

the Liberals promised to abrogate Article 98 of the Criminal Code, a promise that helped 

the Liberals win the 1935 federal election. It was a promise the Liberals indeed kept 

shortly after their victory, despite opposition by elements in Quebec.  

Bennett also made a dramatic turnabout before the 1935 election from his original 

do-nothing policy vis-à-vis the depression. Under pressure from the League for Social 

Reconstruction,a political organization which included both red Tories and social 

democrats, Bennett developed his own version of American President Roosevelt’s New 

Deal. Bennett’s programme included unemployment insurance, which encountered stiff 

opposition, however, as an intrusion in provincial jurisdiction, opposition led by premiers 

Hepburn in Ontario and Duplessis in Quebec. King argued that Bennett’s proposals, 

including those for unemployment insurance, would lead to chaos in the country. He 

instead proposed stability by promising to resolve the depression by balancing budgets. 

King then supported Hepburn and Duplessis in a court case to quash unemployment 

insurance, a case that went all the way to the House of Lords in London, which ruled in 

favour of King, Hepburn, and Duplessis. This was all very disingenuous on the part of 
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King, who then adopted unemployment insurance in 1940 after provincial approval of a 

constitutional amendment. As for King’s balanced budgets, massive public expenditures 

would have been required to defeat the depression, as was taking  place under the 

American New Deal.   

The Bennett repression of the left led to precisely the opposite of the desired 

effect. It increased the popularity and support for the Communist Party. In 1936, Tim 

Buck, mostly unknown before his imprisonment, was fêted by 17,000 people at Maple 

Leaf Gardens, in Toronto. Moreover, the Canadian Labour Defence League served as an 

important learning experience for the communists, who learned how to reach the 

Canadian masses with a just cause. Nevertheless, it was the never-ending depression that 

played mostly in favour of the communists. The depression also brought a raft of new 

social ideas, in addition to those of the communists: the League for Social 

Reconstruction; the economics of Lord Keynes of Britain to the effect that governments 

should stimulate the economy in hard times by deficit spending;  intellectuals who 

conducted social planning; the political involvement of academics, especially those from 

McGill and Toronto; and the CCF, created in 1933. In such a propitious environment, 

Communist Party membership increased from 3,000 in 1929 to 16,000 in 1939.25  

Communists were active on many fronts, including in the work camps in which 

single men laboured for a pittance and shelter. These work camps proved to be an 

important source of members for the Party. The work camps were the idea of General 

Andrew McNaughton, chief Canadian soldier. Municipalities provided social assistance 



  

23

 
only to married men and their families. Often, they literally drove single men outside 

municipal boundaries. There was, therefore, an army of young, single men who drifted 

from town to town looking for work that didn’t exist. Furthermore, marriage was out of 

the question for unemployed young men, which helped diminish further their geographic 

and social stability, ensuring that they couldn’t get municipal welfare. The work camps 

addressed the needs of this population, but under military control. The men worked on 

construction of roads and other public works projects for three meals a day, shelter, a bed, 

tobacco, and 20¢ per day. In comparison, American men working on New Deal 

construction projects were paid $3 per day, a relatively decent wage for single men in this 

period. Canadian communists, led by Arthur Evans, organized for better wages and living 

conditions in the work camps. Their most well-known initiative was the ‘On-to-Ottawa 

trek’ in 1935, during which 2,000 camp workers travelled by rail from British Columbia 

in order to meet federal politicians in Ottawa. The workers stopped at Regina, whereby a 

few leaders went to Ottawa to meet Bennett, a fruitless enterprise. In fact, on the order of 

Bennett, the RCMP and the Regina police provoked a riot in an attempt to arrest leaders 

of the workers.  

Communists were also active on other fronts, as well, during the 1930s: 

organizing secular, charitable organizations; arranging improved social assistance from 

municipalities; obtaining employment for women; arguing for public health care, a well-

known advocate of which was Dr. Norman Bethune of McGill University; and the fight 

against fascism. It was on two other fronts in particular that the communists were most 

active: among pro-communist, ethnic organizations and among labour unions. Among 
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ethnic organizations, the Ukrainian Labour-Farm Temple Association (ULFTA) and the 

Finnish Organization of Canada (FOC) were the primary pro-communist organizations. 

These were mass organizations. For instance, in 1939, ULFTA had about 10,000 

members grouped into 200 branches, with 113 meeting-halls or temples.26 In these ethnic 

organizations, members received political and language instruction, while concerts and 

other cultural endeavours such as libraries were also organized. While members might 

not be communists, the leaders of these organizations often were. There were also similar 

leftist organizations among other Europeans such as Jews, Germans, Hungarians, and 

Russians. The ethnic organizations played an important social role for Europeans who 

were marginalized by Canadian society, and often lived in hinterland communities where 

they learned little English of French. To these Europeans, the Communist Party was the 

best way of improving their lives in Canada. At the same time, to many English-

Canadians, electoral and parliamentary politics seemed to be the best way to obtain social 

change, for example, in the tradition of the CCF and the labour and farm parties which 

had preceded it.  

Among labour unions, communists quickly gained influence within the 

Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO) soon after its entry from the U.S. into 

Canada. The CIO had been launched by the legendary John J. Lewis, who led American 

miners’ unions. Even though he was a staunch anti-communist, Lewis still collaborated 

openly with communists in the organization of factory and mine workers the AF of L 

refused to organize. In Canada, the CIO quickly found 40,000 members in industries such 

as rubber, textiles, and transportation.27 By 1939, communists were among the organizers 
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and leaders of such major, industrial unions as the United Electrical Workers, the Mine, 

Mill and Smelter Workers, the International Woodworkers, and the Canadian Seamen’s 

Union. This was the continuation of a trend started early in the decade. In 1933, the Party 

claimed that three quarters of the 320,000 work days lost to strikes in Canada that year 

could be attributed to communist unions.28 In 1937, communists were instrumental in a 

major union recognition victory at General Motors in Oshawa, in spite of vigorous 

repression by Ontario Premier Hepburn, ably assisted by federal Justice minister, Ernest 

Lapointe. It’s not an over-simplification to say that the work of communists, in large part, 

allowed the industrial unions of the CIO to establish themselves in Canada.  

Internationally,in 1933, the ascension of Hitler to power with his anti-Bolshevik 

discourse forced Moscow to the determination that fascism was the immediate, principal 

enemy of communism. In 1935, the Communist International promulgated the concept of 

the popular front, which could include all leftists, even bourgeois parties, in united action 

to safeguard democracy and civilization from the menace presented by fascism and 

naziism. In fact, a year earlier, the U.S.S.R. joined the League of Nations after Germany 

had left so as to encourage collective security against threats from the right. In Canada, 

communists, under the leadership of A. A. MacLeod, organized the League Against War 

and Fascism in support of Moscow’s objectives. Moscow’s prestige was never as high as 

during the era of the popular front policy, especially during the Civil War in Spain. 

Twelve hundred Canadians, three-fourth of whom were communists, fought in Spain in 

spite of legislation sponsored by Ernest Lapointe that made the actions of these 
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Canadians illegal.29 About one-half of the Canadian volunteers are buried in Spain, one 

hundred of them being Ukrainian.30  

In light of the prestige of Moscow during this period, it is useful to consider the 

different types of supporters and sympathizers that the Communist Party attracted in 

Canada. Right from the creation of the Party in 1921, there was a clandestine structure 

within the party, owing to periods of illegality and state repression. There were also 

public figures who were secretly members of the Party, but who denied membership in 

order to be more effective in reaching a wide audience, or in representing organized 

labour of all persuasions. Two notable examples of this were A. E. Smith of the Canadian 

Labour Defence League, and J. L. Cohen, one of Canada’s top labour lawyers, who 

defended many of the Hull internees. Some secret members were lesser-known figures 

working at local levels. Some members openly declared their allegiance to the Party, for 

example, during elections while working for or presenting themselves as Party 

candidates, or during labour organizing campaigns. There were also ex-members; for 

example, hundreds of Europeans left the Party puzzled and demoralized after the Hitler-

Stalin Pact,although they still held the tenets of the Party. Some members, at various 

moments in the Party’s history, were expelled for not towing the Party line. This was a 

factor that led some people to support the Party ,but not formally join; they were unable 

to tolerate neither Party discipline, nor the policy reversals of the Party. For example, 

Henri Gagnon was introduced to the Communist Party by an anarchist. Gagnon became a 

pillar of the Party in Quebec for years. His anarchist friend only attended one Party 

meeting, just so Gagnon could join the Party.31 There were also family, friends, and 
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sympathizers attracted by popular front activities, including many who were repulsed by 

the rising tide of fascism and anti-semitism in the world and in Canada. Then, there were 

the intellectuals. Legend has it that the Party included many intellectuals. This was not 

the case, at least, not in Canada. Indeed, perhaps only two Canadian intellectuals who 

enjoyed general repute from the community-at-large come to mind: Norman Bethune and 

Stanley Ryerson. In fact, the absence of intellectuals was always a problem for the Party 

which had, at best, clever apparatchiks such as Stewart Smith, Gui Caron, Évariste Dubé 

et al, but lacked the intellectuals of general repute to directly support the Party and its 

worker-members. Beyond the Party, there were small groups of intellectuals around 

McGill and the University of Toronto who shared some of the aims and analysis of the 

communists, without being communists themselves. For example, Bessie Touzel of 

Toronto became one of the leading Canadian reformers in the field of social work, and 

worked for the City of Ottawa organizing welfare during the depression. She never 

concealed her friendships with communists, nor her sympathy with the communist cause. 

Henry Ferns recounts the following anecdote about Bessie Touzel, who was good friends 

with Joe Salsberg, a known Toronto communist:  

“She was asleep in Joe Salsberg’s pyjamas when the RCMP raided his home 

in Toronto to intern him under the Defence of Canada Regulations. Joe had 

wisely gone to Cuba, and Bessie was keeping Joe’s wife company. [Bessie] 

told the Mounties they could have Joe’s pyjamas if they wanted.”32  
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Ferns studied at Cambridge University around the time upper-class people such as Guy 

Burgess and Kim Philby betrayed their origins to join the Communist Party. Ferns, who 

worked in Mackenzie King’s office during World War II, never did join the Party 

although he did hold a marxist analysis of society, which did not seem to bother King or 

his staff. Another intellectual who sympathized with communist causes was the Quebec 

journalist, Jean-Charles Harvey. Harvey was a leading education and political reformer, 

described by his biographer as a ‘precursor of the Quiet Revolution’. Harvey did meet 

with communists such as Fred Rose and Henri Gagnon, and even attended a few meetings 

of the Party. Harvey came out squarely against the Party, however, even though he 

sympathized with their aims. Harvey was one of the leading anti-fascists and anti-clerics 

in Quebec. Even though he placed his faith in liberalism as the solution for French 

Canada, Harvey did organize public support in Montreal for liberation of the Hull 

internees.33  

So while there were a few intellectuals who sympathized with the communists, 

there were not that many in Canada and even fewer intellectuals who were Party 

members ,contrary to what might have been applicable, in fact, to the U.S.. Moreover, 

Canadian academics and intellectuals had other options for public, progressive 

involvement, such as the League for Social Reconstruction, the promotion and execution 

of social planning, Keynesianism, and the CCF, which did include leading intellectuals 

such as Frank Scott of McGill University. Indeed, there were so many important issues 

that needed addressing by intellectuals in the 1930s: the failure of capitalism, the prospect 

of war, and the rise of fascism and anti-semitism. 
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Fascism and Anti-semitism  

A major factor that helped increase support for the communists was the 

emergence and growth of fascism, along with concomitant racism and anti-semitism.   

One example of a communist sympathizer was, Jack Bell, a labour unionist in Nova 

Scotia who never joined the Party formally, but sympathized and worked with 

communists. In his biography, Sue Calhoun records Bell as saying about the 1930s:  

“Many people believed that capitalism had lost its effectiveness, that 

capitalism had run its course, and could no longer solve the problems of the 

country, that it was time for a new system, a new order. Some people were 

leaning towards fascism… Things were pretty black and white… There was 

the right and the left, and you pretty well had to make a choice. You had to 

declare yourself. You were either left or right…”34  

What was this fascism that terrified many into supporting, at least tacitly, 

communism? At its kernel, fascism was a movement of repugnance, distaste, and 

opposition to the Russian Revolution of 1917, and all that followed from this world-

shattering event. This opposition was combined with anti-semitism, with the Jews being 

held responsible for bolshevism and its spread. Anti-semitism could trace intellectual 

roots to philosophers such as Heidegger and Nietzche, and to still older roots in medieval 

society, but part of its roots could be found in the concept of race that developed in the 
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19th century. A leading proponent of the idea of race was a French, déclassé count, Arthur 

de Gobineau who, in his 1855 book, Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines, developed  

racialist arguments about Aryan superiority and the special mission of white people, 

indeed of aristocrats as being the best of the Aryans. This racism proved an interesting 

foil to the rise of republicanism and democracy in the 19th century; in fact, this was its 

function.35 In the case of France, de Gobineau held that aristocrats were descended from 

the Franks, the German people who acceded to the rule of Gaul after the Roman Empire 

dissolved, integrating with Roman culture in order to create France. The French 

bourgeoisie countered this silliness with its own, maintaining that the non-aristocratic 

elements of France descended from the Gauls,  the Celtic people who had preceded the 

Franks and, therefore, they were the true Frenchmen.36  

Racism and racists are hardy phenomena, not to be dissuaded by such things as 

science, evidence, or logic. Above all, racism is useful for political purposes. The ethnic 

group that bore the opprobrium of the fascists after World War I was the Jews. Anti-

semitism was layered over centuries of anti-Jewish sentiment and actions among 

Europeans which intermittently, but regularly, led to political pogroms against Jews. In 

the late 19th century, Jews in Europe considered how they could save themselves from 

this persistent, returning racism. One option was zionism, the effort to create a Jewish 

homeland in the Middle East. A second option was socialism in its various forms, which 

would make the world a better place for all, including Jews. The option favoured by 

most, however, especially as evidenced in their actions, was emigration to  the Americas. 

Using the slim evidence that a few leaders of the Russian Revolution, including the 
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secular and atheistic Trotsky, were Jews, there emerged a common knowledge among 

anti-semites. That this knowledge was illogical, preposterous, and self-contradictory 

seemed to present no obstacle to its spread. The story went like this: the Jews were the 

secret leaders of a workers’ revolution that would take over all the peoples of the world, 

that this revolution was to be financed by the Rothschilds, Jewish bankers in England, 

and other similar capitalists. That communists and capitalists apparently were opposed to 

each other was just another chimerical aspect of the Jewish plot for world domination. 

Among the chief tools that Jews employed was freemasonry, which had contributed to 

the French Revolution and,in fact, did result in civil rights for Jews in France. The source 

for these imaginings was the secret Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, a fraudulent 

document concocted in Russia by czarist secret police to discredit opposition to the 

czarist régime from liberals and socialists. The Protocols acquired a life of their own, 

after having been studied and adopted at the first zionist conference held in Switzerland 

late in the 19th century, or so the story went. Even today, periodically, the Protocols re-

emerge, even though they were denounced roundly by scholars years ago as a fraud. The 

Protocols have been credited variously with the Russian Revolution and the French 

Revolution, and the movements they spawned; with destroying the British Empire by 

encouraging Indian and Irish independence; with causing the two world wars; and too 

many other events to list. The Protocols found readerships among different groups. For 

instance, among capitalists, Henry Ford was a promoter of the Protocols and published 

them in his newspaper in Michigan, the Dearborn Independent. Promoting the Protocols 

was also useful to certain ethnic groups when they found themselves in social conflicts 

with Jews. Nevertheless, it was among the petty-bourgeoisie, the middle class, that the 



  

32

 
Protocols and anti-semitism, in general, held most sway. This was a class that felt itself 

squeezed on all sides during the depression of the 1930s, deserted by decadent and greedy 

capitalists, and left to its own devices to combat proletarianization and socialism. It might 

be possible, hypothetically, to imagine fascism without the accompanying anti-semitism. 

In fact, Italian fascism was never as anti-semitic as the German variety. Nevertheless, 

anti-bolshevism, informed by anti-semitism, was the leitmotif of Hitler’s life work as he 

himself had described in his Mein Kampf, supplemented by other elements such as 

nationalism and imperialism. 

 In hindsight, we know today that World War II was a just war that had to be 

fought, in which Canadians had to participate for the express political purpose of 

defeating Hitler, and his Japanese and Italian allies in the anti-Comintern Axis. Even so, 

this last fact, that the Axis was the organized and co-ordinated opposition to the 

Communist International, is unknown to most of our contemporaries. This fact was 

downplayed during the Cold War, as the capitalist countries were engaged in a war of 

their own against communism. Remembrance of World War II heroes and the terrible 

war that Canadians fought has focused on everything but its prime political purpose, 

fighting fascism. Remembrance focuses on the patriotism and valour of the veterans, their 

sacrifice and camaraderie, and the post-facto justification of the war in the light of the 

appalling inhumanity of the German concentration camps and the Holocaust. Throughout, 

remembrance is vaguely tied to the fight for freedom, while the prime purpose, the defeat 

of fascism is downplayed. Also, downplayed in our remembrance, is that the U.S.S.R. 

basically was most responsible for winning the war in Europe. Also unbeknownst to 

contemporaries are the internal, civil conflicts associated with World War II. Hitler 
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regularly employed local, right-wing governments as part of his imperial methods. The 

defeat of fascism acquired a popular, pro-communist character in several European 

countries: in Yugoslavia, Greece, Poland, Norway, France, and even Italy. Even in 

Canada, there were immense left-right conflicts engendered by the war, class conflicts 

beyond the better-known conscription issue. Our remembrance could better reflect the 

agony of our parents and grandparents in choosing to fight a war against fascism which 

had to be fought, where victory was anything but certain.   

As early as 1933, there had been an explosion of anti-semitic violence in Toronto, 

the infamous Christie Pits Park riot. For several months after the rise to power of Hitler in 

1933, young men sympathetic to the nazi cause had been harassing Jewish sunbathers and 

swimmers at the Beaches area in Toronto, a popular, recreation area then, as now. On 

August 16, 1933, an amateur softball tournament at Christie Pits Park featured a game 

between a team comprised of English-Canadians and a team of Jewish and Italian 

players. At the end of the game, English-Canadian fans unfurled a swastika, shouting 

“Heil Hitler” in response to the result of the game. A riot ensued between Italians and 

Jews, on one side, and nazi sympathizers on the other. It lasted hours, and involved up to 

10,000 people. Finally, at dawn, the police managed to restore a semblance of order. No 

one, nazis included, was charged.37 This manifestation was just the tip of the iceberg of 

fascism in Canada, and there were other exhibitions of this variety throughout the 

depression. There were many organizers of fascism, so many that one has to be careful to 

try to include them all.38 At various times, individual fascist groups combined, drifted 

apart, then rejoined once again, wrought as they were with political and personality 
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differences. In Ontario, the Canadian Fascist Union was led by John Ross Taylor and 

Joseph Farr, while the British-Israel Federation was active in producing anti-semitic 

propaganda. In Manitoba and Alberta, William Whittaker directed the Nationalist party of 

Canada, sometimes known as the Brownshirts. In B. C., the fascist Young Citizens’ 

Leagues were led by C. S. Thomas. In Nova Scotia, a sailor named William Crane tried 

to organize a provincial fascist party. In New Brunswick, Daniel O’Keefe organized on 

behalf of fascism. In Ottawa, a Belgian-born policeman named Jean Tissot agitated and 

organized on behalf of fascists, before accepting employment with the Quebec 

government of Duplessis. There were fascist groups among Ukrainians, Italians, and 

Germans. German fascists were organized in the Deutscher Bund and  in associated 

groups, the chief organizers and leaders of which were Hans Fries and Bernard Brott. In 

Montreal, Italian fascists met in the Fascio, led by Dubiani, Romano, and Vetere.   

The most important and durable fascist was Adrien Arcand, who carried on fascist 

activities until his interment under the Defence of Canada Regulations (DOCR) during 

the War. Arcand was the leader of the National Social Christian party, then eventually 

formed the National Unity Party, which developed a federating role for fascist groups 

across the country.Arcand was ably supported by public figures such as Scott, Lambert, 

Lessard, Closse, Clément, Ménard, Lambert, Lalanne, Décarie, and Papineau. He came to 

be known as Canada’s fuhrer; he operated several newspapers over the years, for which 

he received free propaganda copy from the Nazi Foreign Propaganda Office in Germany, 

as well as official recognition. The Arcand party, indeed many fascist groups, received 

funding from the Italian and German consulates, or from German or Italian companies. 
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Early in his career, before the prospect of World War II became too evident, Arcand also 

received money from R. B. Bennett and from wealthy Ontario Tories. His last paid 

employ was as editor for L’Illustration nouvelle, a Union Nationale newspaper. Duplessis 

also supplied him with government printing contracts. For his meetings, Arcand was 

granted the free use of military armouries across the country, where uniformed soldiers or 

World War I veterans joined off-duty policemen and the blueshirts, the paramilitary 

Arcandiste group, in order to practice military drill. Speaking of shirts, they were 

important to Canadian fascists, as they imitated the distinctive uniforms worn by their 

fascist brethren in Europe. In western Canada, fascists wore brown uniforms, hence, the 

name brownshirts. For Italians, black shirts were de rigueur for the fashionable fascist.  

Fascism, therefore, was very much in the air in 1930s Canada, even though few 

Canadians actually wore the fascist uniforms and attended meetings. There was, however, 

one area that struck a large consensus, and revealed the profoundly-held anti-semitism of 

most Canadians. This was the persistent and successful fight to limit the flow of Jewish 

refugees from nazi and fascist European countries to safe haven in Canada.39 The policy 

was resisted courageously, but in vain by the National Committee on Refugees, under the 

leadership of Senator Cairine Wilson, Canada’s first woman senator, Sir Robert Falconer, 

former president of the University of Toronto, and Claris Silcox, a United Church 

minister and social reformer who worked for the Christian Social Council of Canada. The 

Committee held conventions and meetings at the Château Laurier in Ottawa, then and 

ever since the site of similar encounters of national, progressive groups. In spite of Silcox 

and Falconer being Protestant ministers, only the United Church offered support to the 
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National Committee on Refugees, but the reach of its support among United Church 

members was indeed modest. The Committee drew most of its support from unions, 

communists, and CCFers. For the most part, English-Canadians and their organizations 

expressed their sympathy for the plight of Jews escaping fascism in Europe, but delivered 

little else in terms of actual actions or results.40 Indeed, the idea of accepting Jewish 

refugees provoked a reaction of Anglo-saxon nativism, particularly in Ontario, in favour 

of keeping Canada British. Sometimes and more subtly, not aggravating unemployment 

was presented as the reason for not permitting entry of Jewish refugees. The nativist 

charge was led by the British-Israel Federation and the Canadian Corps Association, 

which represented World War I veterans, besides fascist groups and some Tories. At the 

same time, in a queer irony that could be found only in Canada, French-Canadian 

opinion-makers saw immigration of Jewish refugees as an attempt to swamp them with 

English-speakers, even as some English-Canadians maintained that Jewish immigration 

would threaten the British nature of Canada. In one well-known incident, Maurice 

Duplessis raised the prospect of a mass invasion of Jews from Spain and Portugal to 

Quebec. In a small village during a pre-election meeting following Sunday mass, 

Duplessis ended a verbal assault on Liberals with a charge that they were in league with 

the ‘International Zionist Brotherhood’, a fictional organization of Duplessis’ creation. In 

return for financial help from the non-existent organization, Liberals would allow 

100,000 Jewish refugees to settle in Quebec. As proof, Duplessis waved a copy of a letter 

that described the plot, although the demagogue never did show the letter to anyone. 

Duplessis won the next election.41 In spite of the outrage that this fraud perpetrated, 

Duplessis had tapped into the prevailing anti-semitism in French Canada. Nearly 130,000 
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people had signed a petition to federal,Liberal MP Wilfrid Lacroix, rejecting the idea of 

accepting Jewish refugees. This was a consensus among rightist newspapers, Le Patriote, 

published by a leading fascist, Joseph Ménard; La Nation, published by a separatist, Paul 

Bouchard, who was also an ardent admirer of Mussolini; and Adrien Arcand’s Le 

Fasciste canadien. Anit-semitic opinion was also reflected in more mainstream, Catholic 

newspapers such as L’Action nationale and Le Devoir.42 Within official, Liberal Ottawa, 

the response was not much better. Professing to not want to interfere in the internal 

affairs of another country, Prime Minister King, an anti-semite of the more subtle 

persuasion, would not even officially denounce nazi actions against Jews.43 King’s chief 

public servant, O. D. Skelton, and officials of the Immigration Branch manoeuvred to 

protect Liberals from political pressure in favour of accepting refugees, while ensuring 

that concrete measures were not actually proposed or adopted. In the end, they 

successfully limited immigration of Jewish refugees to 8,000.  

As the reality of pending war approached, Canadians became convinced that they 

would have to fight alongside Britain, as traditional ties demanded. This took the starch 

out of the many fascist parties and movements in English Canada, but Adrien Arcand and 

his French-Canadian allies got another kick at the can. Jewish Montrealers had taken to 

holidaying in the towns and villages north of Montreal in the Laurentian Mountains. In 

the villages of St-Faustin and Ste-Agathe, Arcand whipped up anti-Jewish sentiment with 

the help of a local clergyman named Charland. Grafitti and signs appeared in the 

Laurentians, such as the bilingual sign in Ste-Agathe, the English version of which read: 

“Jews not wanted in Ste-Agathe, so scram while the going is good.” Working from 
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Montreal, Arcand distributed his new paper called Le Combat national for the Laurentian 

campaign. The new newspaper title also reflected a shift in Arcand’s strategy, who was 

now tapping into isolationist opinion in Quebec, which opposed participation in the war 

and conscription for overseas service, in combination with traditional anti-semitism and 

the ever-present anti-communism. This permitted the maintenance of some fascist 

activity in Quebec, as did the work of German consular officials among Germans in 

western Canada, ably assisted by Brott, the editor of the newspaper, Deutscher 

Zeitung.As WWII approached, the German Deutscher Bund became more active 

throughout the Prairies, encouraging its members to join the Canadian Nationalist Party, 

led by William Whittaker, the better to help the German war effort.  

The isolationist tendency in French Canada, joined with the painful memories of 

the conscription crisis of World War I, and crypto-fascistic ideology and activity, as well 

as outright fascism, combined to produce a plethora of right-wing agendas from different 

sources in Quebec. So much so that one needs a program to tell all the players. Firstly, 

there was Arcand and all his supporters, important among them were professionals such 

as the dentist, Noël Décarie, and medical doctors Lalanne and Lambert, who provided 

important financing. The Arcandistes were forever splitting and re-forming groups, 

owing to endless personality and leadership disputes. At times, new newspapers, albeit of 

short duration, would appear. The afore-mentioned Paul Bouchard promoted a French 

state in North America that would be corporatist and fascistic, and inspired by Mussolini 

and Franco.Eventually,Bouchard slid into another tendency, Social Credit, or the 

Créditistes, as they were called in Quebec. The Young Laurentians produced leaders such 
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as André Laurendeau and Jean Drapeau, future mayor of Montreal, who organized anti-

war and anti-conscription sentiments and activities. Camillien Houde, Conservative 

mayor of Montreal, had close links with Italian fascists; he spent most of World War II 

interned for publicly encouraging rejection of national registration as a step prior to 

conscription. The ever-present Duplessis even negotiated selling Anticosti Island in the 

St. Lawrence River to German companies, a plot that Canadian communists helped reveal 

to the world in 1937. The ultramontane elements of the Church supporting corporatism, 

anti-communism, and fascism would require a detailing too big for this present author, a 

job better done by many others, however, the ultramontane leader was the historian, Abbé 

Lionel Groulx.44 Federal Liberal MPs were another source of right-wing opinion in 

French Canada, beyond Justice ministers Ernest Lapointe and Louis St-Laurent, the latter 

the successor of  the former. These included men such as the Ottawa MP, Jean-François 

Pouliot, and Quebeckers Maxime Raymond, Ligouri Lacombe, and Wilfrid Lacroix, to 

name but a few. Finally, even the legendary nationalist and grandson of the heroic 

Papineau, Henri Bourassa, wrote favourable articles about German aggression towards 

the Slavic countries, the better to maintain European order, as well as the obligatory, 

unfavourable articles about Jewish immigration to Canada.  

Repression of Communists in French Canada  

There is a way to understand all this rightist ferment in such a way that explains 

much about French Canada, including its repression of communists during the inter-war 

period and into World War II. Key to understanding anti-communism and other rightist 
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elements of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s in French Canada is to understand the workings 

of a group that might be novel to English-speaking readers, the Ordre de Jacques- 

Cartier.45 The Ordre was a secret society whose objective was to create an elite devoted 

to the interests of French-Canadians. At first glance, the idea of a secret society might 

appear sinister and anti-democratic to contemporary eyes used to openness, indeed 

sometimes even to too much transparency and information overload. Nevertheless, the 

secret society was a social form left from earlier times, when secrecy was necessary for 

virtually every organization not authorized by state or church. While the form did raise 

suspicions at the time of the revelation about the Ordre in the 1930s and 1940s (Jean-

Charles Harvey called it Canada’s Ku Klux Klan), it was the substance of the work of the 

Ordre that is most interesting and relevant to our study. The Ordre was founded in the 

second half of the 1920s by political activists and clergymen in a community east of 

Ottawa then known as Eastview, subsequently re-named Vanier, which has been 

absorbed by the current City of Ottawa. The initial areas of interest of the Ordre were 

improving French-language, public education in Ontario, and obtaining employment for 

French-Canadians in the federal public service. The first represented a fine and just cause 

in light of outright discrimination by Ontario governments. In the second area of interest, 

Ordre members imagined a vast, masonic plot organized by English-Canadians and Jews 

to keep French-Canadians out of the federal government. Indeed, the Ordre tried to 

imitate putative, masonic methods. In actual fact, no freemasonry was required to keep 

French-Canadians out of the federal government. That French-Canadians were not 

welcome in the federal government, except for a few exceptions where knowledge of the 

French language was essential, simply was policy, with explanations transparent to all 
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who cared to look. Freemasonry was irrelevant to the question. Nevertheless, these two 

initial areas of interest of the Ordre resounded among French-Canadians in the Ottawa 

Valley on either side of the Ottawa River. Elsewhere in French Canada, other issues came 

to the fore which came to dominate the agenda of the Ordre. During the depression of the 

1930s, membership grew to about 10,000, and then again, to about 25,000 during World 

War II. During the second and third decades of the twentieth century, the Catholic 

Church became very active socially in French Canada. In fact, inspired by the social 

policy of the Vatican, as per the papal encyclical of 1891, Rerum novarum, the Church 

organized social action groups in every sector of Quebec society. There were Catholic 

unions, farmers’ groups, teachers’ groups, groups for travelling salesmen, groups to 

improve use and quality of the French language, women’s groups, youth groups, and still 

other Catholic organizations. While social reform in response to industrial capitalism was 

its original purpose, the social involvement of the Church became a method of controlling 

social development in the face of all that was modern in Quebec: urbanization, 

secularization, liberalism, socialism, and other trends. The Church-sponsored social 

groups provided the base for the Ordre for recruitment, in addition to credit unions, small 

businesses, municipalities, parishes, religious organizations, political parties, and school 

boards, among others, including federal and provincial politicians.46  

A member of the Ordre thus usually had a dual membership, publicly as a member 

of his organization, and secretly in the Ordre. This duplication has led some to ask what 

the Ordre did indeed achieve that the public organizations did not, other than wasting 

members’ energies with the organizational busywork with which any volunteer or activist 
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is too familiar. In actual fact, depending upon the area of activity, the Ordre had 

considerable success in its work of co-ordinating organizations for specific issues. An 

infamous example was the achats chez-nous program, by which French-Canadians were 

encouraged to buy from each other rather than from Jewish retailers. The program was 

exactly what it sounds like, anti-semitic in purpose and nature. It was also the Ordre that 

organized the successful campaign in Quebec against accepting Jewish refugees in the 

late 1930s. The pattern for this and many other questions was similar. The Ordre would 

issue instructions, and members and the organizations in which they worked publicly 

would undertake the required actions. Often this took the form of letter-writing 

campaigns to political figures. For instance, here is directive no. 275 to Ordre members 

about immigration of Polish Jews, adapted into English.47  

We have noticed that immigration of German, Jewish immigrants has 

diminished somewhat. On the other hand, Polish, Jewish immigration has 

taken on serious proportions.  

Each arrival of trans-Atlantic ships brings to our shores about a hundred 

Israelites, who enter by special authorization of the Immigration Branch in 

the Natural Resources Department, and are carrying Polish passports. 

Protests have already been sent to MPs and ministers about the entry of 

German Jews.  

Please protest now against immigration on Polish Jews. 
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We’re counting on your immediate co-operation for this movement of 

primordial importance to maintaining our religious and national interests.  

Nevertheless,it was in  another area of  interest vital to this study, anti-

communism,that the Ordre played the key, co-ordinating role in French Canada. The 

Church and the Ordre had been quite angered by King’s decision after the 1935 federal 

election to remove article 98 from the Criminal Code, the article then being used to 

suppress communism. In 1937, the head of the Canadian Catholic Church, Cardinal 

Villeneuve, consulted with the Ordre and struck a secret committee of Ordre people to 

study what could be done. The work of the committee, as proposed to Duplessis, resulted 

in the infamous Padlock Law, by which the provincial government was authorized to lock 

any building that housed communist activities or documents.48 The law did not define 

‘communist’; even more problematic was the fact that the Criminal Code was in federal 

jurisdiction, which meant that the law could have been easily quashed. There followed a 

campaign from the Ordre that ensured that the federal minister of Justice, Ernest 

Lapointe, would not undertake such action, a position which the King government duly 

blessed. The Padlock Law was resisted in the courts by a group in Montreal called the 

Société des droits humains ,comprised of communists, CCFers, and even some Liberals. 

The group supported the challenge by two Montreal communists, François-Xavier 

Lessard and Muni Taub, two veterans of the Spanish Civil War. Without  opposition from 

the federal government, the Padlock Law was upheld. It remained in place until the 

1950s, when the Supreme Court finally judged it unconstitutional. Obviously, the 



  

44

 
Padlock Law was a most effective tool for the right in Quebec in its mission of 

suppressing communism, nevertheless, the Ordre continued its pressure for a new, 

federal law to prohibit communism. Several campaigns involved missives such as the 

following English-language adaptation of a petition sent to Ernest Lapointe by Ordre 

members and organizations.49  

The growing threat of communism and the propagation of this anti-catholic, 

anti-national doctrine that is destructive of legal, established authority, 

require urgent attention and active co-operation. 

Communist schools, associations, study groups, universities and newspapers 

operate openly under the benevolent eyes of our governments; liberty has 

become license. 

In view of the rising sea of this dangerous and subversive doctrine, we ask 

that municipal councils, school boards, chambers of commerce, and national 

and religious associations send the following resolution to the Honourable 

Ernest Lapointe, Minister of Justice. 

Whereas the communist menace affects all of Canada, 

Whereas the secret and public propaganda of Russian communism aims at 

the overthrow of governments and the established order, 

Whereas this propaganda is done in freely-operating schools, clubs, men’s 

and women’s associations, newspapers, etc., 
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Whereas, since the abrogation of Article 98 of the Criminal Code, 

communism has increased its activity and become a menace to established 

authority, 

The [name of association], at its regular meeting, demanded unanimously 

that the federal government include in the Criminal Code an article making 

muscovite communism illegal, and preventing the publication or promotion 

of this nefarious doctrine, regardless of its nomenclature.  

In spring, 1939, as war approached, another similar campaign was launched asking 

Lapointe to prohibit the spread of communist publications, meetings, associations, 

speeches, conferences or any other activity. Whenever there appeared to be a slipping of 

federal, anti-communist resolve, another of these campaigns would appear. Always, 

Lapointe and his successor as Justice minister, Louis St-Laurent, could report to King and 

other members of the government about the sentiment and opinion of Quebec, as if no 

other views were held in French Canada. In fact, the Ordre, its members and 

organizations represented a certain element, one class, the petty-bourgeoisie, and the 

views of few else, certainly not of the Quebec bourgeoisie which was, in fact, mostly 

anglophone, nor of most workers or farmers in Quebec.  

Conclusion  

The horrors of World War I resulted in the Russian Revolution of 1917. In 

response, Western governments, including Canada, engaged in repression of the working 
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class to protect the bourgeois, social order. This repression provided a pattern in Canada, 

that was to be repeated in World War II to control the social conflicts that war inevitably 

engendered. The prospect of social revolution also unleashed the monster of fascism in 

the world, as it also did in Canada, most particularly among elements of the petty-

bourgeoisie.  

The character of the repression of the working class and its leaders changed 

between World War I and World War II. During and immediately after World War I, the 

repression was based mostly in western Canada. It was racist, xenophobic, sometimes 

populist, above all, aimed at Europeans, especially Ukrainians. With the depression of the 

1930s, the repression seemed to be guided more by the interests of the bourgeoisie in 

controlling social ferment, especially labour unions. In Ontario, there was a nativist 

reaction during the 1930s, as well, concerned about maintaining the British nature of 

Canada. As the possibility of war appeared in the late 1930s, English-Canadians sensed 

that they might have to join the war and fight with the mother country. Thus, fascism 

diminished in store in English Canada, regardless of its utility to the bourgeoisie, the 

ruling class. In contrast, fascism continued to be viable in Quebec This fascist tendency 

mixed with other, long-term trends in Quebec: isolationism, pacifism, anti-conscription 

feeling left from World War I, nationalism, anti-imperial feeling, and ultramontanism. Of 

course, there were the old standbys in French Canada: anti-semitism and anti-

communism. The two went together intimately in French Canada. They were inseparable 

buddies; one historian has written that “the confusion between Jews and communists was 

found nowhere else with the same intensity as in Quebec.”50 The statement may or may 
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not be exactly true; one would have to conduct an inventory of other countries and 

periods about this question. Nevertheless, it does infer something of the character of anti-

communism in Quebec. The class basis of anti-communism was petty-bourgeois. This 

class dominated French-Canadian, civil society; while the bourgeoisie in Quebec and 

elsewhere in French Canada was mostly English-Canadian.   

Whether we consider the right-wing opinion of the English-Canadian bourgeoisie, 

or of the French-Canadian petite-bourgeoisie, Canada was a right-wing place in 1939; 

even if we rely on broad generalizations. For example, English Canada being orange, 

anti-Catholic, tied to British imperialism, anti-French-Canadian; French Canada as a 

Church-ridden and isolated society where anti-semitism blended with anti-communism. 

Communists or other social reformers in either English or French Canada had their plate 

full when they considered their agendas, even if they might believe and hope that 

Canadians were not as conservative as their leaders. 
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grand jour, sous l’oeil bénévole de nos gouvernements. Liberté est devenue licence. 
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Devant une marée montante d’une doctrine subversive et dangereuse, on vous demande que, par les 

Conseils municipaux, les Commissions scolaires, les Chambres de Commerce, et nos associations 

religieuses et nationales, soient envoyées à l’Honorable Ernest Lapointe, Ministre de la Justice, des 

résolutions sur les considérants suivants : 

Considérant que la menace des doctrines communistes s’étend à tout le Canada, 

Considérant que la propagande secrète et publique du Communisme russe vise au renversement de l’ordre 

établi et des gouvernements, 

Considérant que cette propagande se fait au moyen d’écoles libres, de clubs, d’associations masculines et 

féminines, de journaux, etc., 

Considérant que, depuis l’abrogation de l’art. 98 du code criminel, le communisme a étendu son champ 

d’activités et est devenu une menace réelle pour l’autorité établie.  

L’organisme de…………………… à sa séance régulière du………………………. demande 

unanimement au gouvernement fédéral et le prie d’inscrire dans les statuts du code criminel, un texte de loi 

déclarant hors la loi le Communisme moscoutaire, enpêchant la diffusion écrite et parlée de cette doctrine 

néfaste, sous quelque nom ou  affabulation dont elle se couvre. 

50 Lévesque, op. cit., p. 130; English language adaptation. 
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Chapter 2 – A War of Limited Liability  

Canada in 1939  

In 1939, Canada was a poor, conservative, dispirited colony. Despite the Statute 

of Westminster of 1931, which had granted virtual autonomy to Canada, the country was 

still beholden to its British roots and to the British Empire, at least, among English-

Canadians. This attachment was less perceptible among French-Canadians, bruised by 

World War I and the social conflict it had engendered over conscription and language 

issues, or among Europeans, still excluded from full participation in Canada alongside the 

two founding peoples, or among the native peoples, still living their historic 

marginalization and exclusion from the rest of the country.  

The failure of capitalism during the 1930s had not been addressed by the ruling 

class nor by the political system. Unemployment, which had been as high as fifty percent 

in some locales, was only slowly diminishing, and not through anything that governments 

did. In fact, at the beginning of World War II, young men rushed to join the military for 

the three meals per day, housing, clothing, and regular pay, however modest, offered by 

the military. The population of Canada had been 8 million during World War I; it was 

about 11 million early in World War II. The slow rate of growth reflected low rates of 

birth, marriage, and household and family formation during the 1930s, as well as 

immigration policies that begrudged entry by certain groups from European countries – 

Jews, Finns, Ukrainians – or that had dried up from other countries in Europe. 
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There was also the social strife contained in the left-right split. In the absence of 

social programs and union rights for workers, communists and others worked to improve 

the lives of workers and farmers against the resistance of the bourgeoisie, politicians, and 

the conservative political culture. In response to the growth of the importance of the left, 

fascism became an important force, unimpeded by the state and the forces of order. These 

political developments mirrored developments on the world scene, which Canadians 

observed in dismay, as the prospect of war became more evident. Canadians were still 

traumatized by the horrors of World War I. They generally supported the appeasement 

strategy pursued by the British towards nazi Germany. Canada’s military was virtually 

non-existent. Entreaties from the military for preparedness and expenditures went 

nowhere with Liberal politicians, high-ranking public servants, and a large part of the 

Canadian public. Entreaties upon behalf of the military were considered to be  part of the 

problem. They were war-mongering while military expenditures would only lead to an 

arms race, which had contributed to World War I, or so many thought. Even with these 

opinions, Canadians also held the contradictory view that they ultimately would come to 

the aid of Britain if aggressed, owing to their traditional British ties, a reality even 

French-Canadians recognized even though they might disapprove.  

Backing into war  

Canada’s Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, led a Liberal government that had 

been elected in 1935 on a platform of providing stability in light of the chaos wrought by 
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the depression. At the same time, the King government had let up a bit, in comparison to 

Bennett’s Tory government, on the suppression of the left although it proposed no 

tangible actions to combat the depression and its effects. Canada’s foreign policy was 

timid, calculated not to make any waves. This was hardly inspiring stuff, but Mackenzie 

King personally represented the contradictions that many Canadians displayed. For 

example, King was anti-semitic, which he displayed during the debate about Canada 

accepting Jewish refugees from Europe. Furthermore, King did not find Adolf Hitler’s 

ideas to be all that offensive. Canada’s Prime Minister had visited Hitler in 1937. He 

found Hitler to be a patriot, a simple man, peasant-like, not all that intelligent but one 

who presented a danger to no one. A year later, an American embassy official reported 

King’s reminiscences of his meeting with Hitler:  

He described Hitler as being, in his opinion, a sincere man. He even described 

him as being ‘sweet’… [Hitler] had the face, as [King] studied it, of a good 

man although he was clearly a dreamer, and gave the impression of having an 

artistic temperament.51  

In 1938, the question of the admission of Jewish refugees fleeing nazi Germany might 

have been perceived by King to be a greater danger to Canada, owing to its supposed, 

nefarious effect on national unity, than did any plans of Hitler. King wrote at the time:  

Hitler and Mussolini, while dictators, really sought to give the masses of the 

people some opportunity for enjoyment, taste of art and the like, and in this 
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way, have won them to their side… the dictatorship method may have been 

necessary to wrest this opportunity from the privileged interests that have 

previously monopolized it.52  

A year before Canada declared war on Germany, King wrote about Hitler:  

He might come to be thought as one of the saviours of the world… but was 

looking to force, to might, and to violence as means to achieving his ends, 

which were, I believe, at heart, the well-being of his fellow-men; not all 

fellow-men, but those of his own race.53  

Does one need state the obvious about King’s lack of judgement or prescience? 

Moreover, these few citations demonstrate that King did recognize, even tacitly 

sympathized with Hitler’s agenda, although the violent methods of Hitler did offend the 

Canadian Prime Minister. King planned another visit to Hitler in July, 1939. 

Nevertheless, King had also warned Hitler directly that Canadians would come to the 

defence of the mother country if the British were the victims of German aggression, a 

contradictory position that did represent the position of many Canadians.54 Canadian 

support for Britain, however, was not a blank cheque. King was not pleased with British 

guarantees to Poland and Romania about the security of these countries in the face of 

German aggression. According to King, Canadians did not want to be drawn into a 

European war about policies they did not understand nor approve. In the spring of 1939, 

when Britain was engaged in timid, perfunctory discussions with the U.S.S.R., with 
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whom an alliance might have been the only realistic way of preventing World War II, 

King did not approve of the initiative, and complained to British diplomats that these 

discussions would cause him difficulties among Catholics and anti-communist French-

Canadians.55  

King’s position may have reflected the opinion of many, including those in 

Canada’s Establishment, but for different reasons, those to the left of King were not 

terribly enthused either about the prospect of defending Britain. One example of these 

people was Lester Pearson, Liberal Prime Minister during the 1960s who,in the 1930s, 

was a Canadian diplomat working in London. Pearson described in his memoirs his 

opinion, an opinion shared by many centre-left progressives. Pearson was frustrated that 

the League of Nations had led to the German-Italian-Japanese Axis against the 

Communist International; that the French and British, in their duplicity, had refused to 

strike an alliance for collective security with the Soviet Union; that Hitler was given tacit 

approval to continue his aggressions. Pearson could see little reason for Canada to get 

involved with Anglo-French manoeuvres to protect themselves from nazi Germany.56 

Men such as Pearson could also complain that in Great Britain, certain members of the 

Establishment supported fascism, or were fascists themselves. These people thought that 

it was preferable that Hitler, rather than Stalin, win the coming war. In France, the ruling 

class had reeled under the Popular Front government led by the socialist Léon Blum; 

perhaps, Hitler was a better option for the French ruling class than was Blum.57  
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To the left of  the centre-left progressives such as Pearson, the CCF had a difficult 

time settling on its position about war in Europe, in part since the party was led by a long-

time pacifist, Woodsworth. This confusion only cleared after war actually started, when 

Woodsworth was replaced as leader by Coldwell. Further to the left, even if communists 

were lucid and adamant about the dangers of fascism, they were still reluctant to see 

Canada prepare militarily, since they were also committed to disarmament and pacifism 

as means of preventing war. They ,too, were wary of Canada entering the War.58 In fact, 

all classes in Canada representing a broad spectrum of opinion, were still traumatized by 

World War I. All were most uneasy about the prospect of returning to war in Europe.  

Even so, after the Munich fiasco, it now appeared clear to all that German 

intentions went well beyond uniting German-speakers and protecting German minorities 

outside Germany. The Munich agreement of September 30, 1938, signed by Germany, 

Italy, Britain, and France, allowed Germany to annex the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia, 

where 3,000,000 German-speakers lived. French Premier Daladier and British Prime 

Minister Chamberlain believed this agreement would guarantee peace but the following 

March, the Germans occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia. Which only demonstrated the 

pointlessness and bankruptcy of the policy of appeasing nazi Germany.59 Many 

Canadians became mobilized, as did the British, to the necessity of facing down the nazis, 

by force, if necessary. Shortly after the September first invasion of Poland by Germany, 

Canada declared war on Germany since Britain had already done so but then, little more 

actually occurred. It was the period of the phoney war or sitzkrieg, during which it 

appeared that some members of the ruling classes of Europe and Great Britain were 
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trying to manoeuvre some sort of alliance with Hitler ,such that the nazis might turn their 

attention to attacking the Soviet Union, rather than western Europe. Unsuccessfully, 

however, for in April, 1940, Hitler attacked west, taking Denmark and Norway.  

How did the Canadian government see the war after the first, German conquests in 

Western Europe? On April 30, 1940, O.D. Skelton wrote a document called The Present 

Outlook.60 Skelton was King’s under-secretary of Foreign Affairs, thus King’s deputy 

minister, his most trusted advisor, one of the leading public servants in Ottawa. Skelton’s 

document was remarkable for its lack of foresight. For example, it suggested that Japan 

represented no danger to the allies. It also linked as one force the two, bitter enemies: 

communism and fascism, as rival forms of totalitarianism, which now united. Skelton 

described the horrifying possibility of a victory of the associated Germans, Italians, and 

Soviets as if Canada were in an undeclared war with the Soviet Union, now allied with 

the nazis. Writing about U.S. neutrality, Skelton wrote that, in the recent past, probable 

victory for England and France against Germany meant that the American people rightly 

saw no need to fight against totalitarianism. With the possibility of a victory of a 

German-Italian-Russian coalition, American public opinion would now change. All this 

nonsense from one of the most powerful men in Ottawa, a man who had the ear and 

respect of King about Canada’s war policy. In actual fact, Skelton probably believed the 

government’s own propaganda about the nature of the war as being a war upon 

totalitarianism and, therefore, an undeclared war against the U.S.S.R.. The nature of anti-

Soviet manipulations in Europe during the phoney war was clarified eventually when 

Swedish diplomatic archives revealed that a week before the German blitskrieg was 
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launched upon the French, the French government and military had been preparing to 

send 50,000 troops to wage war against the U.S.S.R. in Finland, rather than preparing to 

defend France against Germany.61   

After France and the Low Countries fell to the Germans in the Spring of 1940, the 

character of the war changed for Canada. A general panic among the public ensued. 

Canada was now the most important ally of the British, isolated and beleaguered in 

Europe. Canadians rushed to volunteer for the military. The King government insisted 

upon the voluntary aspect of Canada’s contribution in military manpower. In October, 

1939, Duplessis had sought re-election in Quebec by using the threat of conscription, 

against which Duplessis was to be the bulwark. Federal Liberals, led by Justice minister 

Ernest Lapointe, promised there would be no conscription, and pledged their seats in 

Quebec towards this commitment. Duplessis was defeated when Quebeckers voted for 

the provincial Liberals, led by Adélard Godbout.  

What then was to be Canada’s contribution to the defence of Britain? King 

prepared Canada for a war of limited liability in terms of its contribution to the war effort. 

The priorities were to be economic aid, which would help Canadian capitalists make 

profits, re-launch the economy, and create jobs; national unity, especially the unity of 

King’s Liberal Party, powerful in Quebec; and defending Canada’s borders and 

infrastructure but even more importantly, Canada’s internal social order. In the immediate 

flush of pro-British enthusiasm after the start of proceedings, King had sent an army 

division of 20,000 troops to Britain. He soon regretted this decision when negotiations 

were held between Britain and Canada to train aviators in Canada as part of the British 
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Commonwealth Air Training Plan. During the acrimonious negotiations with Britain, 

King fought and scrapped about the costs of the plan, $600 million per year, of which 

Canada was to assume $350 million, in order to train 20,000 airmen per year for use by 

Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. King insisted that Canada’s contribution to 

the plan would be its most effective contribution to the war effort. Emphasis on the plan 

also permitted King to envisage a reduced loss of military lives, which might also ease 

pressure for conscription.62  

Many English-Canadians felt that King’s proposed contribution to the war was too 

calculated, too timid. They wanted Canada to do more than help Britain financially, guard 

borders and infrastructure, and train aviators. They wanted Canadians to fight alongside 

Britain, this in spite of the phoney war early in WWII that precluded immediate, actual 

combat. In Ontario, the provincial Liberal government of Mitchell Hepburn said so in a 

resolution, adopted on January 18, 1940, which criticized King’s lack of vigorous 

execution of the war. King used this occasion to call elections, which were coming due as 

King was now in the fifth year of government. King manoeuvred the leader of the Tories, 

Robert Manion, into approving the no-conscription pledge to Quebeckers. On March 26, 

King won an overwhelming majority, 181 seats out of 245 in the House of Commons. 

The Liberals were now free to conduct a war of limited liability according to their 

priorities. King’s priorities for this war of limited liability illuminate the real reason why 

Canada went to war. Writes Jack Granatstein: “Canada went to war in September, 1939 

because Britain had gone to war, and for no other reason. It was not a war for Poland; it 

was not a war against anti-semitism; it was not even a war against naziism,”63 even 
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though the horrible atrocity of the nazi genocides against Jews, Gypsies, Slavs, and 

political opponents did provide post facto moral justification for World War II and 

Canada’s participation therein.  

Defending Canada from What?  

           Canada entered the war with little military preparation,and with no external 

intelligence capacity. British intelligence provided the sole source of intelligence to 

Canada.64 Internally, defending Canada throughout the war meant assigning a 

considerable number of troops, including conscripts, to guarding bridges, ports, dams, 

and the like. Guarding from what? Possible enemy attacks, but there were none other than 

a few penetrations of German submarines into the St. Lawrence ,and one harmless, 

Japanese flurry near Esquimault, B.C.. Guarding installations from sabotage? Yes, but in 

spite of the considerable discourse this possibility engendered in the early years of the 

war, in fact, there were never any incidents of sabotage throughout the war on Canada’s 

soil or waters, or in its airspace. Canada was safe, far away from theatres of war. In fact, 

the obsession with protecting internal installations had mostly propaganda value, for the 

real aim behind the announced defence of Canada was protecting Canada’s social order 

from labour agitators, as they were called, particularly those of the communist 

persuasion. This was a continuation of state policy from World War I and the inter-war 

period. In spite of the obvious peril presented by the significant fascist and pro-nazi 

element in Canada, the RCMP was fixated on the red peril, a fixation which led to the 

internment of the communists and sympathizers. Moreover, the Canadian state expended 
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enormous energy jailing people in Canada during World War II. There were 34,000 

German, Italian, and enemy, civilian prisoners-of-war held in Canada, including prisoners 

that the British had taken but asked Canada to guard, given Canadian distance from the 

theatres of war. Britain had sent another 5,400 plus enemy civilians to Canada to be 

detained, including many of whom were Jewish or leftist refugees from rightist states in 

Europe.65 Then, there were the enemy alien internees within Canada: 847 Germans, 632 

Italians, and 782 Japanese, beyond the 22,000 plus Japanese evacuees from B.C.. At the 

same time, in spite of the considerable quantity of home-grown fascists in Canada, only 

27 followers of Adrien Arcand, and Camillien Houde, the Conservative mayor of 

Montreal associated with Italian fascists, were interned while there were many more 

fascists floating about Canada unimpeded. Even getting the RCMP to move vis-à-vis the 

rightists operating in Canada required sustained effort from high-ranking public servants. 

When the RCMP did move against German and Italian operators, it did so with overkill, 

interning mostly innocent Germans, Italians and Japanese. Writing about the internment 

of the Italians, one writer says that the Canadian state behaved during World War II like a 

police state, rather than one governed by laws.66 The Canadian state took to heart literally 

the words in the national anthem about standing on guard.    

Nevertheless, government policy makers made much of the idea that most 

Germans and Italians in Canada were quite innocent. For one thing, they were generally 

not on the left of the political spectrum. Furthermore, there were 600,000 Germans in 

Canada, and they had political clout. German-Canadians were mostly assimilated and/or 

naturalized, while few were recent immigrants with direct knowledge of Hitler’s regime. 
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There were about 3,000 members in three pro-nazi organizations: the Nationalist Socialist 

Workers Party, the Deutsche Arbeitsfront, and the Deutscher Bund.67 Among the 110,000 

Italians in Canada, most were considered to have joined fascist organizations for social 

purposes, and were judged to present no political or security risks. Of course, this was not 

the estimate held of the Japanese. If the policy towards Germans and Italians was 

perceived internally as liberal, the hundreds of pointless arrests of these people leave one 

wondering what would have been an ílliberal policy. Would it have led to mass 

evacuations as it did in the case of the Japanese, against whom government planners 

displayed flagrant paranoia and racism?  

At the same time as Canada backed into World War II, which it planned as a war 

of limited liability, development of the Defence of Canada Regulations (DOCR) 

advanced inexorably. In March, 1938, Cabinet authorized the creation of inter-

departmental committees under the general supervision of the Department of National 

Defence to deal with censorship, defence co-ordination, and ship, aircraft and air raid 

precautions. Two other committees were also struck, one under the leadership of 

Secretary of State to deal with policy towards enemy aliens and their property, and a 

second, chaired by the deputy minister of Justice, to design emergency legislation that 

would be necessary in the event of war or insurrection. These committees were co-

ordinated by the Department of National Defence, which had a mandate of producing a 

Government War Book to deal with the prospect of world war with Japan and Germany.  
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The policies adopted by the government in the wake of this committee work 

resulted in general arrangements for the arrest and detention of suspect enemy aliens, 

arrangements that were applied, as well, to Canadian communists. The RCMP was to 

have wide discretionary powers of arrest and detainment. A director of Internment 

Operations, appointed by the minister of National Defence, reported to the Secretary of 

State, and was to oversee the operation of internment camps. RCMP or local police 

officials would administer the registration of enemy aliens, and determine who were to be 

interned, while an appellate tribunal would hear appeals from the internees.68 The DOCR 

provided the RCMP with considerable latitude about whom it could arrest and detain. 

Regulations 21 of the DOCR allowed the minister of Justice, upon advice of the police, to 

arrest and intern people deemed dangerous to the nation’s security. The RCMP had 

successfully argued within the federal administration that:  

…There is a serious danger that attempts to impede the war effort of the 

nation might be made by persons actuated not by sympathy with the enemy 

but by ‘international’ affiliations or by disinterested opposition to war… This 

power of internment, therefore, cannot safely be limited to persons of hostile 

origin or associations, as in the last war, or even to persons of hostile 

sympathies.69  

In actual fact, ‘international affiliations’,and those who expressed ‘disinterested 

opposition to war’ meant communists and their sympathizers.  
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These broad powers of arrest and detention were contested by some public servants 

who, indeed, eventually did effect changes that limited these arbitrary powers. When 

these public servants seriously challenged the relevance of the communists’ internment, 

they were able to end military detention procedures. On the other hand, however, some 

war developments also had the opposite effect of tightening the legal screws on the 

communists, such as the fall of France, when organizations were made illegal, including 

the Communist Party and associated, ethnic organizations.  

The Substance of the DOCR  

The RCMP and the Defence Department won the battle within the federal 

administration against certain elements of the Prime Minister’s Office, External Affairs, 

Justice and even Finance, who were offended by the illiberal, arbitrary detention 

provisions of the DOCR. For the RCMP, the worst danger to Canada during World War 

II came from the possible subversion, sabotage, and agitation to labour peace that might 

be wrought by those on the left, despite the existence of healthy, fascist movements in 

Canada which, it might reasonably be surmised, could undermine Canada’s war effort 

against the fascist countries. The head of the RCMP’s intelligence section, Charles 

Rivett-Carnac, justified this parti pris on the part of the federal police by arguing that, 

unlike communism, the fascist countries left in place a semblance of capitalism. 

Furthermore, fascism was the reaction of the middle classes to the communist peril. Thus, 

Rivett-Carnac analyzed fascism in a way similar to how Trotsky had, even though it is 

doubtful that the RCMP were aware of their similarity of their analysis to that of Trotsky, 
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the advocate of permanent revolution. The irony here is too rich to be ignored: were the 

RCMP Trotskyites?  

Under the DOCR, the Communist Party of Canada and its associated 

organizations remained illegal for the duration of World War II. Canada was the only 

allied power to maintain such a policy. In the U.S. and Great Britain, communism 

remained legal throughout the war. In fact, at times, the Canadian government was 

admonished by representatives of allied countries about Canadian policy. The policy 

continued even though the U.S.S.R. became our ally,and even though the main, 

indigenous resistance in German-occupied countries to the nazis came from communists, 

as in Greece, Yugoslavia, France, Norway, and even in Italy, after Mussolini’s fall. Other 

than Canada, the only other countries who outlawed communism during World War II 

were those of the German-Italian-Japanese Axis, or those occupied by Axis powers. 

Obviously, repression of the Communist Party of Canada reflected a conscious policy of 

the Canadian state that existed not by war necessities, but in spite of them. The raison 

d’être of the repression, in fact, was based upon larger considerations of the Canadian 

state and its ruling classes.  

Furthermore, the Canadian government showed a clear preference for internment 

as a modus operandi. A total of 2,423 Canadians were interned Germans, Italians, 

Japanese, as well as communists and a few fascists. Great Britain, with a population four 

times that of Canada, was situated only 30 kilometres from the nearest nazi front in 

France; still, only 1,800 British inhabitants were interned.70 When he was criticized for 




