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A Country in Motion: Canada During the 20s and 30s

The 1920s and 1930s in Canada were often viewed as the “roaring twenties” and “dirty thirties.” The First World War had just ended and everything was changing. Canadians were recovering in the post-war prosperity only to suddenly experience Black Saturday — the stock-market crash of 1929 — and entered the great Depression. Canada experienced the calm order of Mackenzie King and the iron rule of Richard Bennett. Economy and politics, however, were not the only things that characterized Canada during this period. Throughout this period of boom and bust, many other aspects of Canadian lives were developing. More and more people were enjoying sports as entertainment rather than exercise. Canadians began to put importance in labour-saving methods. Union and strike activity was increasing across the country. The 1920s and 30s in Canada were defined by the integration of the world of professional sport into daily lives, the increase of focus on convenience in the development of new technology, and the rise of the movement for better social working conditions and welfare.

For most ordinary Canadians, the stresses and worries of work, family, and other personal matters were becoming increasingly sophisticated, as was life itself. To relieve themselves of the stress, Canadians turned to distractions, notably the outside world of sports. Throughout the first twenty years of post-war Canada, sports were constant sources of leisure and entertainment. One of the most popular sports at that time was hockey. The culturally national sport was first made well known on March 23, 1923, when Foster Hewitt of Toronto Star’s radio station CFCA broadcasted live Hockey Night in Canada. Within a year, hockey became a national spectator, and soon homes all across Canada tuned to Hewitt’s screams of “he shoots, he scores!” In fact, in a 1930s telephone survey, almost 3 million Canadians listened to the Saturday night game, also adding that hockey outdrew viewers 3 to 1 over other programs.
 Listeners followed in excitement as their favourite teams tried to capture trophies on ice. Of those trophies, the most famous was the Stanley Cup. After 1921, the Stanley Cup was competed over by professional leagues Pacific Coast Hockey Association, Western Canadian Hockey League, and the National Hockey League, making hockey a truly national sport
. Teams like the NHL’s Ottawa Senators traveled across the country to face-off with opponents like the PCHA Millionaires and the WCHL Edmonton Eskimos to capture the cup in 1923. Even politicians got involved; Conservative opposition leader Arthur Meighen dropped the puck in a ceremonial face-off before the Montreal Canadiens’ 3-0 victory over the Calgary Tigers.
 Nevertheless, hockey was not the only sport in Canada that captivated fans across the nation.

Another growing Canadian pastime was football. Both amateur and professional football was enjoyed across the country during the 20s and 30s period, but most prominent in the competition was the Grey Cup. Donated by Governor General Lord Grey on June 1, 1909
, the Grey Cup was awarded for the “Rugby Football Championship of Canada”
. Like hockey, football too became national when, in 1921, teams from Western Canada were allowed to challenge for the Grey Cup. Of the professional players of the time, one of the most famous was Lionel Conacher. Growing up in Toronto, Conacher was Canada’s all-round athlete of the half-century; he was a boxer, wrestler, baseball player, lacrosse player, and hockey defence man. Most well known, however, was his position as halfback for the Toronto Argonauts football team. In 1921, when the Argos won 23-0 against the Edmonton Eskimos for the Grey Cup, Conacher led the team scoring 15 points and setting an individual record.
 Lionel Conacher and his football career inspired numerous Canadians nationwide, but even more fascinating were Canada’s display in the Olympic of 1928.

Canada performed marvellously at the Summer Olympic IX in Amsterdam, Holland. Vancouver sprinter Percy Williams, later called “the world’s fastest human”
 at the time, astonished everyone with his double gold medal at the 100 meter and 200 metre sprints — the first non-American to capture the two titles
. Phil Edwards, the only Canadian athlete to win 5 Olympic medals, won his first in the 400 metres relay for men.
 The Canadian women’s relay team of Florence Bell, Ethel Catherwood, Myrtle Cook, Fanny Rosenfeld and Ethel Smith won the 400-metre gold, with the five becoming the first Canadian women to win a medal.
 Canada’s accomplishments at Amsterdam, finishing with 15 medals
, four of which were gold, became a strong source of national pride and inspiration. Sporting activities at the time left a definite impact on the Canadian society. Sports and sporting events such as hockey, football, and the Olympics had become a rigid part of Canadian culture during the 20s and 30s. 

While Canadians enjoyed the distraction of sports abroad, new methods and technology introduced for Canadians and their families centralized around the theme of convenience at home. The trend was most noticeable in the homes of the “well-doing” families. According to B Broadfoot’s Ten Lost Years, 

One family in five was out of work. Two families were not on relief but so deep in debt and so far into poverty that they would have taken relief if they could have. The forth family was just getting by, and the fifth family, the merchants, the lawyers, all the professional men, the grain people and the retired people living in town, they were doing very well. Very well indeed.”

Although most Canadians did not have the income to purchase the new products of “efficient home management”, this did not prevent the public from dreaming about them and being fascinated by their uses. In fact, these new products were indeed very helpful in speeding up or eliminating normal household tasks. For the upper class that could afford, all kinds of new, time-saving electric appliances were becoming available. By 1929, products ranging from electric ranges, refrigerators and dishwashers to table lamps, egg cookers, and hair dryers were widely available and purchasable from Ontario Hydro.
 As the number of new “convenience” products being invented rocketed, so did their quality and variety. New “Empire” electric vacuum cleaners now came with a set of six attachments to reach into tight corners, while the “Waverly” heater became semi-portable and movable from one room to another.
 This increasing trend in new time-saving appliances was not the only change though. Canada was a growing nation, and as with all growing nations, expansion occurred. Canadians wanted to go places, far and fast. The Ford Model T as well as other automobiles of the time, solved that issue. Costing only $424 in 1925 with a four cylinder, 20 horse power engine and a top speed of 64 km/h, the Ford Model T was the best deal at the time.
 With the low purchase price and cheap maintenance, owners could go farther and faster than ever before, without elaborate expenses. Even during the Depression, many automobiles became “Bennett Buggies” when farmers removed the engines and replaced them with horses. Automobiles were advertised as the quickest and most convenient form of travel, and the population agreed. From 1919 to 1939, motor vehicle registration rocketed from 343 400 to 1 439 200 vehicles registered per year.
 After the US, Canada was the second most motorized country in the world.

The changes in home technology and transportation made life much easier. Personal expenditure on durable goods, which included automobiles and household appliances, rose from $266 million in 1926 to $402 million in 1941 — an increase of 66.2%.
 This increasing trend of the need for convenience characterized the post-war era of Canada.

Despite these improvements in efficiency and thus management, the majority of “ordinary” Canadians could hardly afford these products, let alone want to take the risk of buying one. Both before and after the stock market crash of 1929, Canadians demanded and struck for social working improvements and union recognition. 

The First World War was over and battle-scarred men were returning from war only to find more difficulties back at home. In one working man’s story,

“I served with Canada’s armed forces in the Great War and looked forward to returning to my family and work in 1919. But I was not the only one with this idea, [sic] there were thousands of returning veterans looking for jobs that didn’t exist. Prices were high and it was difficult to provide for my family’s needs. I eventually did find work in a Hamilton factory but there were lots of men who were not so lucky.”

Canada’s post-war economy was unprepared to absorb the masses of men returning and subsequently, competition for jobs were high while wages and working conditions slumped. Pay during 1920 was no more than a dollar an hour, with brick layers lucky to earn $1.00/hour for 44 hours a week, while a factory worker lived off a wage of $0.40/hour for 50 hours a week.
 Consequently, strikes and lockouts started all across the country with almost 140 000 participants in 1919 alone.
 One of the biggest and most well know was the Winnipeg General Strike. In 1919, Canada had a 378 000 union members, making up a total of 18% of the non-agricultural work force and an even higher percent for blue-collar secondary industries.
 When metal and building trade workers in Winnipeg struck for union recognition and collective bargaining, Winnipeg’s Trades and Labour Council called a general strike in sympathy. The first and only general strike in Canadian history, the Winnipeg General Strike’s 22 000 participants marched through the streets, effectively shutting down the city’s economy.
 On May 24, the federal government issued an ultimatum to striking postal workers, telling them to either return to work or lose their job.
 The government went as far to amending the Immigration Act on June 6th, permitting immediate deportation of anyone advocating social change through the use of force.
 On June 17, eight strike leaders were arrested and when strikers demonstrated in front of City Hall on June 21, the Mayor called in the Royal North West Mounted Police. The resulting clash was “Bloody Sunday” when the Mounties rode through Main Street, killing 2 and wounding 20.
 A few days after, the Strike Committee that was in charge of the strike called it off
. Although the revolt had not accomplished much nor satisfy the demands of the workers, it did receive recognition as a growing force in the labour society. The event acted like the first step for future union uprisings, such as the Oshawa automobile worker’s strike.

After suffering a fifth consecutive wage cut in five years, 17 000 autoworkers of the Oshawa automobile factory walked out.
 The United Autoworkers, a union with ties to the industry-wide union organizing Committee for industrial Organizations, were called in for a campaign. Ontario Premier Mitch Hepburn believed that the CIO was only interested in Ontario’s northern mines, saying “for Oshawa is only an attempt by the CIO to pave the way for the real drive against the fundamental wealth of the province and its minefields.”
 Hepburn stubbornly refused negotiations, sending organized constabularies, dubbed the “Hepburn Hussars” and “Sons of Mitches,” to break up agreements between GM and the UAW when settlement seemed imminent.
 Hepburn’s interference only angered GM, and in a few weeks, an agreement was signed recognizing the UAW as the sole bargaining agent for the GM workers in Oshawa.
 Not only were the strikers able to convince business, but they had defeated government as well.

Industrial workers were not the only ones bargaining for better pay though. After “Black Saturday” and the start of the Depression following, many single, unemployed men found themselves homeless wanderers. Unemployment in 1933 was the highest in history, with 26.6% of Canada’s wage earners jobless.
 Prime Minister Bennett’s solution to the crises was the creation of relief camps that provided basic sanitary facilities and meals in exchange for hard physical labour 44 hours a week.
 The “allowance” of $0.20 a day, however, violated minimum wage laws, and inmates were stripped of their right to vote.
 In the diary of a relief camp worker, 

“What a joke we are… we make a ditch one day and then change the plans and find that it is in the wrong place… [There is] no laughter in hours, no hope in young lives… It is not the condition of these camps that make us get up and howl for something to be done about our stat. It is really the fact that we are getting nowhere in the plan of life…”

On April 1935, the opportunity of change arose when the Relief Camp Worker’s Union led 1800 inmates at Vancouver on a strike for “work and wages.”
 Supported by citizens and the media, protestors started their 4 800 kilometre trip to Ottawa on the Canadian National Railroad on what came to be known as the “On-to-Ottawa Trek.”
 On their way, local citizens and police warmly greeted the trekkers as radios broadcasted their progress. The voyagers’ peacefulness and discipline won the strong support of the public everywhere. From the view of a reporter,

“I expected them to swarm across the tracks like a mob. Instead they formed fours immediately on descending from the cars… then marched forwards in real army style.”

When they arrived at Regina on June 14, they were greeted with a prepared official welcome and were joined by 1200 more protestors.
 Bennett, fearing the potential of the now 3000 strong trekkers, ordered the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to stop the journey there. On June 22, eight strike delegates were allowed to travel to Ottawa to meet with Bennett, but talks only led to a flame war and failure. On July 1, when trek leaders held a meeting on the concern of funding, chaos erupted when concealed police suddenly emerged from vans and rushed the crowd waving bats and batons. Only after 3 months of peaceful protest did the strikers retaliate, fighting back with sticks, rocks, bottle, and their bare hands. By the end of the “Regina Riot,” one person was dead and 120 people arrested.
 The trek had violently been broken up, and the camp labourers settled with a pay of $0.40 an hour and a ride home.
 Editorials called the Prime Minister’s actions “those of a dictator rather than the head of a great and free people [sic].”
 Bennett claimed the occurrence a Pyrrhic victory. In the following 1935 election, the Liberals returned to power with a majority and Mackenzie King as leader.

Canada had experienced a period of high union and strike activity. Between 1919 and 1939, there were 2932 strikes or lockouts with 776 227 workers involved, resulting in a grand total of 14 005 000 work days lost.
 The numerous strikes and protests did not always result in immediate changes, but it did shape Canada’s past and future course in the long run.

The changes in pass time, home technology, and job conditions shaped the identity of Canada during the 1920s and 30s. Sports had changed from a form of physical activity to a daily part of Canadian life. Technology had moved from something to look at to something to  help you. Work had shifted from a thing of constant worry to a thing of more dependable security. These developments brought out the individuality of Canada, not just in this period, but the identity of Canada as a whole. Indeed, there was a lot more than just politics and economy to the “roaring twenties” and “dirty thirties”.
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