
Fast-paced, thought provoking and richly illustrated with more than 
200 archival photographs, On the Line chronicles British Columbia’s 
labour movement from pre-confederation to today. In doing so, it 

celebrates BC workers’ strong record of fighting back against unfair pay 
and unsafe working conditions—one rooted in the resilience, tenacity and 
innovative thinking of these local workers and their communities.

BC’s labour movement dates back to 1850, when Scottish labourers 
launched one of the province’s earliest strikes against wretched conditions 
at the colony’s first coal mine. In the years that followed, the labour 
movement became the most militant in Canada, helmed by charismatic 
leaders such as Ginger Goodwin—ultimately murdered for his beliefs—
and ‘pull-no-punches’ Harvey Murphy, a communist whose infamous 
‘underwear speech’ nearly capsized his gains. Through decades of wins 
and losses, setbacks and successes, On the Line shares how BC Unions 
eventually established the foundational rights many of us take for granted 
such as the five-day work week, the eight-hour day, paid holidays and the 
right to a safe and non-discriminatory work environment. 

As the age-old adage goes, a union’s enemies never sleep, and in 
addition to documenting the movement’s history, On the Line provides a 
comprehensive overview of present unions. Mickleburgh profiles the B.C. 
Teachers’ long and successful fight for improved classroom conditions, 
and the Steelworkers’ battle for safer workplaces, amongst other notable 
events. He highlights the role played by women, Indigenous peoples 
and minority workers in bettering communities and workplaces, and 
underlines the additional challenges these groups continue to face in their 
access to fair and equal opportunities.

For 150 years and counting, labour organizations have influenced B.C’s 
economic, political and social fabric. At long last, On the Line shares their 
all-encompassing story—celebrating how far we’ve come in the fight for 
equality and democracy, and sharing informed perspectives on where we 
go from here.

ROD MICKLEBURGH is a former labour reporter for the Vancouver Sun 
and Province and senior writer for the Globe and Mail. He is also the author 
of The Art of the Impossible: Dave Barrett and the NDP in Power, 1972–1975 
(co-authored with Geoff Meggs).
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A uniquely comprehensive and engaging account of B.C.’s labour movement, 
as told by veteran labour reporter, Rod Mickleburgh



•	 the eight-hour day
•	 extra pay for overtime 
•	 weekends
•	 paid vacations
•	 sick leave
•	 pensions
•	 workplace health and safety 
•	 maternity leave
•	 equal pay for equal work by 

women
•	 an end to child labour
•	 the minimum wage
•	 workers’ compensation
•	 employee rights
•	 unemployment insurance
•	 the right to strike and free 

collective bargaining

viii

FOREWORD

by Irene Lanzinger, president, BC Federation 
of Labour 

On the Line: A History of the BC Labour Move-
ment is a must-read for anyone involved in or 
interested in the labour movement today. It 
helps us to understand where we came from 
and why BC unions developed a national rep-
utation for fight-back and militancy. Author 
and former labour journalist Rod Mickle-
burgh tells many stories of our struggles as 
workers—from the battles in mines, mills and 
the fishery to improve brutal conditions and 
paltry wages to the recent inspiring efforts of 
public sector unions in health care and educa-
tion, backed by a co-ordinated labour move-

ment, taking on government in the streets 
and in the courts to defend the collective 
bargaining rights of union members. Mickle-
burgh makes it clear: no one ever gave work-
ing people the right to organize unions, the 
right to a safe and healthy workplace, the right 
to bargain for fair wages and decent working 
conditions—basic rights we take for granted 
today. Working people through their unions 
had to fight and in some cases suffer injury 
or death to achieve this. With skill and com-
passion, Mickleburgh weaves multiple stories 
of these many battles and struggles to put 
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What have one hundred and fifty years of union struggle 
achieved for British Columbians?

THE GREAT VANCOUVER ISLAND COAL STRIKE
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to demand Mottishaw’s reinstatement. The 
company told them not to bother coming 
back. Within three days, sixteen hundred 
Canadian Collieries workers were off the job 
and the war was on.

The owners quickly unleashed the tried-
and-true tactics of the Dunsmuirs. Min-
ers in Cumberland were evicted from their  
company-owned homes, forcing families 
into crude tents. Chinese miners initially 
stayed out too. Faced with threats that they 
too would be thrown out of their homes and 
already ostracized by the strikers, they soon 
went back to work. Strikebreakers were also 
brought in along with special constables to 
protect them. As usual, the government knew 
which side it was on. Brushing off entreaties 
from union and socialist MLAs to intervene, 
Premier Richard McBride told a confidant 
he believed it “intolerable” for coal miners to 
make demands of the mine owners.

Arriving strikebreakers were greeted by 
raucous protest parades, and were further 
harassed on their way to work by loud, dis-
cordant music and relentless heckling. Strike 
pay was 4 a week with extra money for 
wives and children. A multitude of activities 
were organized to keep the restless strik-
ers out of the saloons as much as possible. 
In Ladysmith, where most Extension min-
ers lived, the union rented a large hall with 
games rooms, a library and a piano for regu-
lar concerts. There were sports days, and at 
Christmas the hall hosted a large, festive gala 
with music and dancing to the wee hours 
for the adults and toys, candies, clothes and 
oranges for the children. Premier McBride 
donated the grand sum of 10 to the miners’ 
Christmas fund to show what a merry old 
soul was he.

Wives, daughters and sisters turned the 
Women’s Auxiliary into a formidable force. 
They raised money, staged support marches 
and social events, and harassed authorities 
and strikebreakers. Two fiery women were 
fined 20 by the courts for persistently call-
ing the pit bosses “scabs.” Many women also 
took on work outside the home to help their 

families survive. Their strong backing of the 
strike, accompanied by growing agitation for 
women’s suffrage, was critical to keep the 
union pot boiling. After eight months, how-
ever, with no budge from the mine owners, 
matters were becoming desperate. Staffed 
by Chinese labour and other strikebreakers 
from as far away as Italy, the Cumberland 
mine was back to normal production. The 
mines at Extension were running too, albeit 
with limited production. The union decided 
it had to expand the strike.
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BALLANTYNE PIER AND OTHER BATTLES
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Dougan chose jail. “The money is needed for 
relief more than it is by the police court trea-
sury,” she said.

But with hundreds of strikebreakers 
keeping the port open, police guarding the 
waterfront, the Vancouver Trades and Labor 
Council taking a hands-off attitude and 
money shortages becoming acute, the strike 
was called off on December 9. After a val-
iant five-month struggle, the VDWWA was 
broken, as were all other coastal locals. The 
Shipping Federation retained its iron grip 
on the province’s ports. Hundreds of work-
ers were again blacklisted from employment 
on the docks, and another company union 
replaced the VDWWA. Every year on the 
anniversary of the Battle of Ballantyne Pier, 
union dock workers gather at a waterfront 
memorial to remember those who marched 
for union rights on that bloody day in Van-
couver history.

The fishing industry also showed fight 
during the Depression. After their epic strikes 
at the turn of the century, BC fishermen had 
garnered few of the riches that continued to 
fill the pockets of the province’s powerful can-

ners. The same was true of fish-plant work-
ers. The situation worsened just before the 
Depression. A major industry consolidation 
thrust BC Packers Ltd. into a dominant posi-
tion, claiming nearly 50 percent of the 1929 
salmon catch. The company used its enhanced 
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BLUBBER BAY, BLOODY SUNDAY
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Rather than strike again, the IWA opted 
for the ICA. After lengthy hearings, the arbi-
tration board appointed under the act rec-
ommended reinstatement of those fired. 
But the board refused to recognize the IWA 
as the workers’ union, allowing PacLime 
to brush off the recommendation. The ICA 
had proven useless. On June 2, 1938, after 
an angry public meeting, two-thirds of the 
company’s 156 employees walked off the job. 
For the union’s credibility, this was a fight the 
IWA had to win.

It turned into a strike like no other, where 
authorities acted as a law unto themselves, 
reminiscent of the Deep South. Along with 
the usual trappings of a company store and 
company housing, PacLime owned virtually 
all property and every facility in the commu-
nity. During the strike, schoolchildren had to 
obtain a pass to cross company roads merely 
to attend school. Strikers were denied access 
to telephone and telegraph services. When 
union leaders were able to find a phone, 
police monitored their calls. Strikers were 
followed and often thrashed by company 
thugs if they wandered too far astray. High 

barbed-wire fences surrounded PacLime 
production sites. The officer in charge of the 
squads of provincial police sent in to protect 
strikebreakers helped recruit the scabs from 
provincial relief rolls.

Chinese strikers were ordered out of their 
bunkhouses. When union lawyer John Stan-
ton entered the bunkhouses to retrieve some 
of their belongings, he was arrested. Other 
workers were evicted from their small family 
homes. On an island under police and com-
pany rule, union members had to find a way 
to survive. One of the few private property 
owners allowed members to set up camp on 
his meadow just outside town. Donated pro-
visions, including tons of vegetables, had to 
be brought in from Vancouver. The Chinese 
strikers were particularly resourceful. By trav-
elling in groups and letting it be known they 
were not afraid of a fight, they were left alone 
by company vigilantes. They slept in shifts in 
tents, deftly scrounging Texada for food.

In the unfortunate vernacular of the 
day, the IWA’s John McCuish saluted their 
resolve: “There was a lot of Chinamen. They 
went out on the docks and rocks, and caught 
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1850
BC’s first strike. Miners imported from 

Scotland to work a fledgling coal mine on 
northern Vancouver Island down tools to 

protest their grim working conditions.

1906
Indigenous longshoremen on the Vancouver 

waterfront organize their own union, known as 
“the Bows and Arrows”, and affiliate with the 

radical Industrial Workers of the World.

1918
Union workers shut down Vancouver 
for 24 hours to protest the killing of 

labour leader Ginger Goodwin. 
It was Canada’s first general strike.

1939–1945
Thousands of women enter the industrial 

workforce of BC for the first time, replacing 
men who are off fighting in World War Two.

1956
Formation of a new BC Federation of 

Labour, uniting industrial and craft 
unions for the first time.

1967
Homer Stevens and George Stavenes of the 

United Fishermen and Allied Workers’ Union 
sentenced to a year in jail for failing to instruct 

their members to obey a court injunction, the 
harshest of the many prison terms given other 

union leaders for similar offenses.

1983
Labour’s Operation Solidarity leads an 

unprecedented, broad-based fightback 
against an avalanche of anti-union, anti-rights 

legislation by Social Credit, bringing the 
province to brink of an all-out general strike.

2016
BC teachers win a similar ruling from the 
Supreme Court, restoring class size limits 

and teaching ratios for special needs students 
that had been unilaterally taken from their 

contact in 2002. Several thousand new 
teachers have had to be hired as a result. 
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On the Line: 
A Timeline of the Labour Movement

1885
Completion of the CPR national railway, 
thanks largely to the toil of 17,000 immigrant 
Chinese labourers, who helped build 
hazardous sections through the Rockies 
and Fraser Canyon for a dollar a day, at a  
cost of hundreds of lives.

1914–1914
The Great Vancouver Island coal strike, the 
most protracted, fiercely fought labour 
dispute in the province’s history.

1935
A widespread strike by BC relief camp 
workers, paid a paltry 20 cents a day, 
leads to the legendary On-to-Ottawa Trek, 
perhaps the most well-known event of the 
Great Depression.

1943–1944
New provincial and federal measures finally 
provide compulsory recognition of unions 
and collective bargaining, after 80 years of 
struggle by BC workers.

1958
Combination of enhanced organizing rights 
and post-war economic boom lead to peak 
unionization rate of 53.9 percent of the adult 
workforce in BC.

1973
BC becomes first province in Canada to 
remove jurisdiction over picketing from the 
courts, which had led to the jailing of many 
labour leaders over the years.

2007
Supreme Court of Canada issues historic 
judgment that collective bargaining is 
protected by the Charter of Rights and 
Freedom, quashing preemptory legislation by 
BC Liberals that stripped Hospital Employees 
Union members of their negotiated protection 
against contracting out.


