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Abstract 

This thesis examines the history of the Provincial 
Workmen's Association of Nova Scotia, from iits formation in 
1879, until the resignation of the union's ffirst Grand Sec-
retary in 1898. The study begins with a desiscription of the 
economic background of the province's coal t.trade during the 
19th century. The end of the "golden age" o of wood, wind and 
sail, and the region's attempts to industria~alize in response 
to the National Policy are discussed in rela·.ation to the coal 
industry. The difficulties experienced by tlthe miners as a 
result of these changing economic conditions1s are considered 
in the second chapter, and the formation off the P.W.A. is 
described. The early organizational activitities, constitution, 
ritual _and structure of the society are also~o detailed. The 
following chapter investigates the three tac1ctics employed by 
the P.W.A. to protect the rights and improve,e the condition of 
the Nova Scotia miners. The utility and idedeological under-
pinnings of each method - strikes, governmen~nt lobbying and 
electoral · politics - is considered in order t to clarify the 
degree of success achieved by the union in i1its stated goals. 
Chapter Four focuses more directly on the idtdeology of the 
P.W.A. "Loyalist" and "rebel" attitudes towaward the coal mas-
ters, the increasing alientation of the mine1ers from their work 
resulting from the development of industriall capitalism, and 
the growth of trade union consciousness and~ working class 
awareness are described. The influence of RcRobert Drummond on 
the Nova Scotia miners is also discussed. TlThe fifth and final 
chapter describes the rank and file disconterent with leadership 
that emerged in the late 1880s and culminateced with the company . 
store dispute in 1896. The "invasion of thee Knights of Labor" 
and the resignation of Robert Drummond are e}examined. Final 
conclusions are then presented, followed by can epilogue, which 
describes briefly the path taken by the P.W.1.A. from 1898 until 
the dissolution of the union in 1917. 
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Introduction 

The formation of the Prqvincial Workkmen's Associa-

tion in 1879 signalled the beginning of a neew era of 

industrial relations and the development of c c ollective 

consciousness among Nova Scotia coal miners.. The 

Association represented a type of union dist~inct from any 

that had been organized previously in Nova sacotia. The 

mutual benefit societies and fraternal order~s already 

existing in the mining communities clearly d~id not meet 

all the needs experienced by the miners. In1 his study 

of the impact of industrialization on 19th ccentury America, 

Rowland Berthoff1 distinguished between thesse "self-help" 

societies and trade union organizations. Altthough both 

groupings were the products of industrial ca:EPitalism, 

fraternal orders had "few practical functionss ." Instead 

they served a "moral or spiritual purpose." 'l'hey helped 

to bring stability into the lives of men and women who had 

been cut off from their traditions and their · past, not 

only by immigration to a new land, but by thae new 

industrial age. Labour unions, on the other~ hand, had 

definite economic goals and combined these wuith their 

social role. These associations sprang "frororn a spontan-

eous, unorganized assertion of a common purpoose, by men 

vi 
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who asked for only what they had to have if theyy were to 

remain .. 2 men •.. 

The P.W.A. embodied both social and econcnomic 

functions. The "grand title of lodge hierarchy" " Berthoff 

thought "supplied the established order that mode:iern 

society had repudiated", and the rites and ri tualal that 

"provided esthetics for men who disregarded art a and 

literature as too impractical for everyday life",", both 

flourished within the P.W.A. The Association's CiCapacity 

as a "fellowship in duress", that is - its role aias a 

labour union intent on protecting the interests ojof its 

members at the workplace - was its most importantt function. 

It was this aspect that caused hundreds of miners s to flood 

into the organization in the weeks following the s successful 

1879 Springhill strike: The consolidation of Novava Scotia's 

coal industry at the end of the 19th century creatated 

intolerable conditions at the workplace that forceced the 

miners to reject their traditional loyalism to the1e coal 

trade and to adopt a rebel stance instead. Althoucugh in 

practice the P.W.A. involved primarily coal minersrs 

between 1879 and 1898, its members accepted the va}alue of 

industrial unionism and were eager to implement th±his 

strategy through the P.W.A. This attitude and the .e 

willingness of the miners to struggle with the leadadership 

of the Association for more militant unionism, ass shown in 

the company store dispute and the miners' abandonmenent of 

t.~e P.W.A. for the Knights of Labor, displayed a buoudding 



class consciousness that reached maturity inL the Cape 

Breton labour struggles of the 1920s. In thte words of 

viii 

E .P. Thompson, "The working class did not riL se like the 

sun at an appointed time, it was present at : its own 

making. 11 ••• class happens ... 11 , continued Tll'hompson, 

"when some men, as a result of common experid.ences ... feel 

and articulate the identity of their interessts as between 

themselves, and as against other men whose iLnterests are 

different from (and usually opposed to) theiirs. 113 With 

its purpose of protecting the interests of m.niners, in 

opposition to those of the coal masters and the 

amalgamted companies, and its cry of "Root hhog or die! 11 , 

the Provincial Workmen's Association represeented the 

tentative, but very real beginnings of the mmaking of a 

Nova Scotian working class. 
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Chapter I 

The Economic Background of the 

Nova Scotia Coal tndustry 

Coal mining operations in Nova Scoti,ia began approx-

imately 200 years prior to the formation of 1 the Provincial 

Workmen's Association in 1879. In the interirvening two 

centuries, the coal industry developed into cone of the most 

important sectors of the provincial economy,, and in the 

process, created the particular social and eeconomic circum-

stances that gave birth to one of Canada's ffirst miners' 

d . 1 tra e unions. In order to understand the e'=volution and 

assess the impact of the P.W.A. on the coal< districts of 

19th century Nova Scotia, it is first necessaary to consider 

these early years. 

Fishermen, explorers and military pearsonnel travel-

ling along the Cape Breton and Nova Scotia ccoasts in the 

17th century originally discovered coal in tthe new colony. 

The earliest documented report known is thatt of Governor 

Caufield of Annapolis Royal, who in 1715 praaised the high 

1 . f 1 h' 2 qua 1.ty o coa at C 1.gnecto. Al though man:ny small and 

unofficial operations were carried on throug:ghout the 18th 

century, it was not until 1784 that the Britiish Privy 

Council legalized the leasing of Cape Bretonn, and later, 

Nova Scotian mineral rights. 3 Prior to this s time British 

1 
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imperial policy clearly forbade the development of the 

coal resource, except to provide fuel to the Royal Navy. 

Britain's interest in British -North America focused on the cod 

fishery rather than on colonization or development of the 

land. The fishery had a dual significance. It was 

important, not only as a wealthy and easily exploited 

natural resource, but also as a training ground for a vast 

merchant marine which would provide skilled sailors who 

could be pressed into service in the Royal Navy in time of 

war. 4 Settlements in North America eventually were founded 

by the British, because of the strategic military signi-

ficance of the region, but even then coal production 

remained illegal. The colonies were expected to provide a 

marketplace for British manufactures, and authorities feared 

the development of the coal industry would lead to manu-

facturing and ultimately to economic independence from the 

homeland.~ As the settlement grew, however, it became 

increasingly less practical to import fuel to the region, 

and at the end of the 18th century the resource policy was 

reversed. This news was received enthusiastically by the 

colonists and resulted in a rapid increase in coal produc-

tion over the following 15 years. Total coal sales rose 

from approximately 1,700 tons in 1785 t o almost 9,000 tons 

at the beginning of the 19th century. 6 This rate of 

growth did not continue, however, because the new industry 

faced a number of problems. High production costs, 

difficulties concerning leases, fluctuating markets, and a 
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general lack of expertise hampered development. An 

unprecedented demand for coal generated by the War of 1812 

brought the first significant infusion of capital to the 

Pictou and Cape Breton collieries. Previously unheard of 

prices were paid for the fuel, but production lagged 

behind demand and sales for 1812 reached only 9,500 tons . 7 

The loss of this market at the war's conclusion bankrupted 

many operators and left the industry in chaos. 8 

In order for the coal resource to be developed it 

was necessary to find a stable market for the product. 

This was no simple task as the quality and availability of 

the coal left much to be desired. The crude mining prac-

tices of the day were partially responsible for this 

problem. In 1826, Richard Brown, an engineer working for 

London's General Mining Association, described the 

situation at the mines in Sydney in the following manner: 

The coal was worked by "holing" across the bord 
in the middle, "sheering" the sides, and breaking 
it down by wedging. As no separation of large and 
small was made, the same price being paid for the 
whole, the colliers had no interest in making as 
much large coal as possible, so that before it left 
the face of the bord the proportion of large coal 9 
obtained did not amount to two-thirds of the whole. 

The coal was then loaded into two-bushel tubs in which it 

was hauled to the bottom of the shaft. Here it was emptied 

into a three-bushel tub, raised 90 feet to the surface, 

dumped into a shoot, and discharged into 12-bushel carts. 

If a vessel happened to be loading at the time, 

the carts were driven over a rough, shaky road ... 
to the wharf. When no vessel was loading, and 
also in winter, when navigation was closed, the 



coals were deposited in a large heap near the 
wharf, over which the carts were dragged. As 
sometimes 3,000 to 4,000 tons were accumulated 
in one heap ready for shipment, it may be easily 
conceived that, after undergoing so many 
removals, with a final crushing by the horses 
and carts, the coal was reduced almost wholly 
to slack before it reached the vessel :,10 

4 

This largely deteriorated product, availab l e only in the 

navigation season, had to compete with carefully prepared , 

freshly mined British coal for the New England market. Not 

surprisingly, sales did not increase significantly under 

these conditions. In 1827 only 12,000 tons of coal were 

sold. 

Although few profits were made during these years, 

the vast potential of Nova Scotia's coal fields was 

real1zed and local capitalists determinedly continued their 

1 . h 11 attempts to exp oit t e resource. In 18 27 these colonists 

were shocked when it was announced that the General Mining 

Association (G.M.A.) of Great Britain had been granted 

exclusive rights to the colony's coalfields . 12 When the 

G.M.A. arrived in Pictou that June some local operators, 

realizing resistance would be useless, simply sold out. 

Others such as Adam Carr, "gave them six months of hard 

warfare", before finally giving up his mines. 13 

It was an extremely strange twist of fate that first 

brought the G.M.A. to Nova Scotia, and the story is 

repeated in virtually every account of the province's coal 

industry. King George III willed the mineral rights of the 

colony to his favourite son Phillip, Duke of York, in the 

late 18th century. The grant was lost after the king's 
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death, and it was not until 1825 that it was recovered 

and its intention made known. The deed was then turned 

over to Phillip by his brother, George IV. , The Duke, who 

was known for his continual financial problems, soon 

leased the mineral rights to the jewelry company of Messrs. 

Rundell, Bridge and Rundell in payment for a personal debt. 

This party of merchants also comprised the General Mining 

Association which owned copper leases in South America. 

With the exclusive rights to the mineral deposits of Nova 

Scotia and Cape Breton, the G.M.A. intended to extend its 

search for copper. The Duke, for his part, had not only 

settled an extravagent jewelry account but had secured an 

income for life by way of royalty payments. Ironically, 

Phillip was dead within six months. 

Meanwhile, many Nova Scotians wished a similarly 

untimely ending would come to the G.M.A. The colony had 

its own entrepreneurs who were anxious to exploit its 

resources and they had no need of outside competition, 

much less the G.M.A. monopoly. In 1826, for example, 

Samuel Cunard applied to Lieutenant Governor Kempt to 

lease the Cape Breton coal mines for 30 years. Although 

offered substantially more revenue than the G.M.A. was to 

pay, the governor refused. 14 The monopoly shrewdly dealt 

with Cunard by making him their local business agent. This 

action did not appease the rest of the province, however, 

and the monopoly became a source of constant agitation and 

complaint. The 1837 Reform Assembly included the monopoly 
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' . l' f ' h h 15 in its ist o grievances tote Trone. Whenever the 

G.M.A. failed to comply with the terms of its lease by not 

opening newly discovered deposits of coal w~thin a stipu-

lated period of time, local capitalists demanded the leases 

for themselves. One such instance occurred in 1846. The 

monopoly was forced to begin operations at the Joggins site 

in order to prevent Abraham Gesner and his Halifax associ-

ates from gaining a lease for it. 

Despite this lack of popularity, the G.M.A. is usually 

credited with making a considerable contribution to Nova 

Scotia's coal industry. Sales increased from just over 

12,000 tons before its arrival in 1828, to almost 253,000 

tons in 1857, when the monopoly was finally broken. Several 

railroads, two steamships, and an iron foundry were put 

into operation by the company and more than 1,500 men were 

employed in Bridgeport, Pictou and Sidney. 16 By 1840, 

$360,000 had been invested in the industry by the G.M.A., 

yet no profits had been realized. This was due in part to 

the immensity of the monopoly's capital expenditures. The 

problems encountered by earlier leasees also had not yet 

been overcome. The lack of winter ports continued to 

hamper the industry and even in the summer Pictou and 

Sydney harbours offered limited facilities. Delays were 

frequent and costly, and while a more skillful removal of 

the coal had been achieved, forced banking continued to 

result in a deteriorated product. 

External factors also intervened to create problems. 
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Between 1828 and 1835, England first decreased and then 

removed its export duty of lls per ton from British coal. 

Even more problematic was an increase in competition from 

American producers for what had previously been considered 

an unlimited U.S.A. market. Canal and railway building 

during this period drove productivity in the American mines 

up and transportation costs down. In 1842 Congress further 

moved to protect the coal industry by imposing a $1.75 per 

. ff . f . 1 17 ton tar1. against ore1.gn coa • Cape Breton exports to 

the U.S.A. dropped that year from almost 32,000 tons to 

under 17,000 tons. Nova Scotian coal could gain entry to 

the southern market only at little or no profit. 18 

In addition to these difficulties the G.M.A. en-

countered antagonism from the community in which it dwelt. 

Numerous complaints were made to the monopoly as well as to 

local authorities concerning the poor service and high 

prices of the G.M.A. Typical was the petition of Alex 

Fraser of New Glasgow, who in 1838 requested Lieutenant 

Governor Campbell to grant him a licence to mine coal, for 

the "sole purpose to cheapen the article of fuel ... to .•• 

himself and the public . "19 Local politicians were sensitive 

to this anti-G.M.A. sentiment and as early as 1845 the Nova 

Scotia Assembly considered legislation to break the mono-

poly. Following the institution of responsible government 

in 1848, Joseph Howe took advantage of his new position to 

pass an "Act respecting Casual and Territorial Revenue." 

This legislation had the effect of removing the ownership 



of Nova Scotia's mineral rights from London to Halifax. 

In addition to appeasing public agitation the government 

stood to gain financially from this move. The G.M.A. had 

negotiated extremely favourable terms with the British 

government in 1826 and, with the privileged monopoly out of 

the way, Howe re-allocated the mineral rights at a much 

higher rate and collected the revenue. 20 Nova Scotian 

capitalists were eager to become involved once again in 

the coal industry and supported the government in this 

initiative. 

The Nova Scotian public, government and capitalist 

class thus came together in the middle of the 19th century 

to demand the right to exploit their own resources. Con-

fronted with this pressure and its own economic problems, 

the G.M.A. was forced to reconsider its general strategy. 

On 20 August 1857 the monopoly relinquished its exclusive 

hold on Nova Scotia's mineral rights. A select but limited 

44 square miles of coal fields was all the G.M.A. retained 

of its original princely grant. 

The G.M.A.'s decline came at a time when Nova Scotia 

was experiencing the great expansion and revitalization of 

its economy known as the "golden age". In his study of 

this period, Maritime historian S.A. Saunders pointed out 

that two major developments gave rise to the new era. 21 One 

of these was the extensive program of railway construction 

that was carried on in the region, beginning in Nova Scotia 

in 1854. By the advent of Confederation the province had 



9 

spent a total of $10 million on railways. One hundred 

and forty-seven miles of track were laid, linking Halifax 

to the province's Fundy shore. 22 Similar expenditures in 

New Brunswick helped to link the region's centres, while 

the completion of the Grand Trunk line between Montreal 

and Toronto in 1856 made Upper Canadian markets more 

accessible. Far more important than the railways, however, 

were internal developments stimulated by a rapid expansion 

in world trade. Shipbuilding, forestry and agricultural 

production, the fisheries and coal mining all were boosted 

in Nova Scotia by this new world prosperity. 

Coinciding with this period of expansion, and 

dramatically affecting Nova Scotia's fishing trade and 

coal industry, was the Reciprocity Treaty effected with the 

U.S.A. in 1854. 23 During the ten years of free trade, 

exports from Nova Scotia to the United States rose from 

25.8% to 41% of all products sold outside the colony. Coal 

exports to the U.S.A. began a rapid climb in 1854 and showed 

an amazing increase of 385% by the time of the treaty's 

abrogation in 1865. In that year 73% of all Nova Scotia's 

coal sales went to the U.S.A. 24 The American Civil War 

(1861-1865) served to intensify the demand, but such 

advantageous conditions could not last forever. When both 

reciprocity and the war ended in 1865, the coal industry 

was damaged seriously. Exports dropped from an all time 

high of over 465,000 tons to less than half that total by 

1868. Ten years after the treaty ended Nova Scotia 
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exported a mere 72,000 tons of coal to the U.S.A. 25 

The colony was forced to turn more eagerly than ever 

before to Upper Canadian and Maritime markets. For a time 

this presented no problems, as the loss of the American 

market coincided with a general turning inward from an 

Atlantic to a continental economy. Confederation in 1867 

held the promise of continued railway building and industrial-

ization for Nova Scotia. An unlimited marketplace for 

Maritime products was envisioned that would stretch as far 

as the Pacific Ocean. Immigration policies would fill the 

west with consumers. Not all Nova Scotians perceived these 

developments as advantageous, as the province's initial 

rejection of Confederation testifies. The work of D.A. 

Muise has shown clearly, however, that this attitude was a 

transitory one and by 1869 a majority of Nova Scotia's 

federal representatives had come to favour the union. 26 

After this date federal politics in Nova Scotia were 

dominated by the Conservative Unionists for 30 years. 

Election results during this period show a division existed 

between those areas of the province whose future prosperity 

depended on the continuation of traditional commercial 

Atlantic trade patterns and those whose potential rested 

with the emerging industrial economy of Canada. Areas 

which were tied securely to the new age by the railway or 

their potential for industrial development supported 

Confederation heartily. 

The coal districts of Nova Scotia - Cumberland, 



Pictou and Cape Breton Counties - naturally fell into the 

pro-union camp. Coal was expected to fuel the new economy 

in two ways: firstly, through its traditional role as a 

raw resource for export to distant markets; and secondly, 

by serving as the basis for industrial development within 

Nova Scotia. With the "only commercially viable coal and 

iron deposits in the Dominion, and •.• the potential, under 

the tariff, of controlling most of the Montreal fuel 

sources 11 , 27 it was fully expected that Nova Scotia would 

become the industrial hub of Canada. For a time the pro-

vince appeared to be developing exactly in this manner. 

Tariffs against foreign coal combined with the growth of 

coal consuming Canadian industries to create an unsurpassed 

·demand for the product. Consequently, by 1872 total coal 

sales outstripped the previous grand figure of 636,000 tons 

in 1865 to reach almost 786,000 tons, despite the fact that 

sales to the U.S.A. amounted to only 154,000 tons. Not 

only did the Quebec industrial market and the demand 

generated by the growing railway network make up for the 

loss of sales to the U.S.A., but Nova Scotia's home market 

expanded to consume approximately 50% of all coal produced. 28 

Further protection of the industry was still needed, how-

ever, for total sales slumped to 634,000 tons in 1876. 

The National Policy enacted by the federal Conservatives in 

1879 was designed, in part, to deal with this situation. 

The policy legislated high protective tariffs, not only 

against foreign coal, but also to foster the growth of 



infant Canadian industries. As a result, "the decade 

following 1879 was characterized by a significant transfer 

of capital and human resources from the traditional staples 

into a new manufacturing base. 1129 "Between 1881 and 1891 

the industrial growth rate of Nova Scotia outstripped all 

other provinces in eastern Canada. 1130 

The effect of this growth on the coal industry was 

tremendous. In 1880, the year the new tariffs were installed, 

coal sales jumped from 689,000 tons the year before to 955,000 

tons, and continued to increase throughout the following 

years to reach almost 3,000,000 tons at the turn of the 

century. 

Despite this impressive beginning, development of 

the Nova Scotian economy soon was cut short and the new 

found prosperity declined sharply. 31 The demise of this 

thriving economy can be partially understood by considering 

developments within the coal trade during these years. 

David Frank has referred to the breaking of the G.M.A. 

monopoly as "Nova Scotia's only successful revolt against 

the straitjacket of underdevelopment in which foreign con-

trol has clothed so many of its industries, including the 

coal industry.,,3 2 Unfortunately this revolt was not one of 

enduring success. In 1858 the province's maturing 

bourgeoisie seemingly held the potential for the full develop-

ment of Nova Scotia's resources and the creation of a 

prosperous industrial economy. This group, which had its 

roots in the waning era of "wood, wind and sail," had 
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always relied on the export trade for its well-being. The 

new era of "coal, iron and steel" demanded the full indus-

trialization of the regional economy to ensure coptinued 

prosperity. Although a strong and diversified economy 

could have developed out of the coal industry, secondary 

industries were not generated successfully within the 

region. Like fish and timber before it, coal never 

advanced much beyond the status of an export commodity, and 

utilized only a minimal labour force. Rather than struggle 

to create a self-sufficient home economy, Maritime capital-

ists involved themselves in the concentration and 

centralization of capital in central Canada, where a vibrant 

industrial economy evolved at the expense of the Maritimes. 

A closer look at developments in the coal trade in 

the second half of the 19th century is necessary to under-

stand how Maritime underdevelopment occurred. As 

suggested earlier, the initial response of Nova 

Scotians to the return of free enterprize in the wake of 

G.M.A. monopoly was a flurry of excitement and activity. 

Between 1858 and 1870 21 mines were opened in Cape Breton 

alone. In 1864 application was made for the leasing of 

1,200 square miles of land throughout the province and at 

least 30 individuals or companies began the search for coal. 

Two years later, however, only 19 of these leasees were 

paying royalties and only ten produced more than 1,000 

tons of coal. A major problem lay with inexperienced and 

speculative operators, who gave little thought to long 



range planning, safety, or economy. In Cape Breton, for 

example, the painstaking but effective pillarage system 

.L 4 

was ignored, forcing the miners to work larger and larger 

areas. Eventually this method absorbed more capital than 

the other and deep pits with roofs supported by pillars of 

coal had to be dug anyway. Incompetence and greed thus 

led to costly overdevelopment. In 1875 the provincial 

Mines Report observed that at least $1,250,000 had been 

wasted in the duplication of railway and harbour facilities. 33 

At the same time, this equipment was lacking in other coal 

districts. A shortage of skilled labourers, competition 

from American and British coal, and relatively small markets 

also contributed to the chaos. 34 

Providing the backdrop for the coal industry was the 

larger setting of the emerging Canadian economy. While the 

National Policy originally appeared to Nova Scotians as an 

opportunity for industrial growth, it actually evolved as 

an instrument for the domination of the province by central 

Canadian capital. Despite the 50 cent per ton tariff 

imposed on foreign coal in 1879 and the resulting expansion 

of the industry, Nova Scotian coal was never able to enter 

the vital Ontario market and even the Quebec exchange was 

unstable. Although spin-off industries and coal consuming 

manufacturies should have thrived around the coal source, 

their development was hampered by numerous problems. 35 

Nova Scotian industries sprang up by the dozens in response 

to the National Policy, only to find that they could not 



compete with central Canadian capital. 36 This process did 

not always occur without a struggle, as recent work on 

"Busy Amherst" has shown, but in the end Maritime industries 

succumbed. 37 

In the coal trade, two major problems existed. 

First was the industry's dependence on distant and uncertain 

markets. Second was private, corporate control of the 

industry, mostly by foreign capitalists, who had little or 

no interest in the region. Now recognized by a number of 

Maritime social historians as the indirect result of cap-

italist development and the concentration and centralization 

of capital, this process of uneven development and the 

division of labour between regions eventually brought 

underdevelopment and poverty to Nova Scotia. 

The process occurred quickly in Cumberland County, 

where local operators did not begin leasing the mines until 

1863. By 1870 Halifax and Saint John merchants had moved 

in to incorporate the Springhill Mining Company. Despite 

their efforts over the following decade, which included 

the formation of the Springhill and Parrsboro Railway 

Company in 1872, these regional capitalists eventually 

withdrew in the face of significant competition. In 1880 

a Montreal group headed by John McDougall, David Morrice 
I I and L.A. Senecal bought 80% of the bonds of the Springhill 

and Parrsboro Railway Company from 15 Saint John bond-

holders. In 1883 the group completed the takeover with 

the purchase of the Springhill Mining Company, which was at 
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that time the largest single producer of coal in Canada. 38 

The following year the two enterprises were merged to form 

the Cumberland Railway and Coal Company. 

The coal fields of Pictou County experienced a 

similar fate. In 1864 two cousins from the area by the name . 

of McBean were granted a lease to mine seams in the eastern 

end of the Pictou coal fields. By 1872, however, these 

local operators had passed their lease on to Joseph B. lt>ore 

of Montreal. Moore then formed the Vale Coal, Iron and 

Manufacturing Company Ltd. The following year he entered 

into an agreement with fellow Montreal financiers Hugh Allan 

and Benjamin Hutchins. "There is no doubt," wrote historian 

James Cameron, " .•• that Sir Hugh Allan's resources financed 

construction of the railway, the wharf at Pictou Landing, 

construction of the surface plant, the miners' houses and 

the mine's development. 1139 The head office of the Vale 

Company was on Montreal's McGill Street and Hugh Allan was 

its president. Moore acted as vice-president and Hutchins 

as secretary-treasurer. Also present in Pictou was the 

Halifax Coal Company, but its regional connection was in 

name only. After 1872, the company's lease, formerly the 

property of the G.M.A., was turned over to Sir George 

Elliot of London, England. The Halifax Company was merely 

a subsidiary of Elliot's extensive British industrial 

mining complex. A third major leasee was the Acadia Coal 

Company Ltd., which was organized in New York City in 1865. 

Among the company's directors was only one Canadian, 



Sir Hugh Allan. In 1866 the Acadian Coal Company was 

operating two seams in the area which devel9ped into the 

community of Acadia, later Westville. 

17 

Despite the vast amounts of capital invested in 

Pictou's coal fields, the trend toward consolidation con-

tinued. In 1886 the Vale, Halifax Coal and Acadia Coal 

c.ompanies merged to form the Acadia Coal Company. A 

relieved George Elliot commented that the Halifax company 

was certainly the "Toughest proposition he had ever tackled" 

and turned his attention back to his British concerns. 40 

Meanwhile the son of Sir Hugh Allen, Hugh Montague Allan, 

became president of the new enterprise. The only company 

operating in Pictou that refused to join the merger was 

the Intercolonial Coal Company of Westville. This 

independent stance, however, did not reflect a major attempt 

by local capitalists to maintain a grip on the province's 

economic development. The plea of some Nova Scotian 

businessmen, such as Halifax's G.A. White, for local 

control of home manufacturers and industrialization based 

on the province's coal ·was not generai. 41 The opportunity 

for full development in Pictou was lost long before, when 

in 1865, the Great Seam was discovered by John Campbell. 

Campbell approached Halifax businessmen in an attempt to 

raise capital, but to little avail. Only two men, Hon. 

Benjamin Weir, later Canadian senator, and U.S. Consul 

Judge Jackson gave even minimal support. Campbell there-

fore turned to Montreal capitalists and found investors in 
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G.A. Drummond, the son-in-law of sugar refinery millionaire 

John Redpath, and the Molson family, which had made its 

fortune in the brewery industry. Drummond became president 

of the company, which carried on independently until 1953. 42 

Because these mergers occurred relatively early in 

the Cumberland and Pictou coal fields, the problems of over-

development and mismanagement were largely avoided. In Cape 

Breton, however, numerous companies competed fiercely in an 

unstable industry throughout the 1870s and 1880s. By 1892 

most operators were unable to make a profit. In the midst 

of this confusion, two important figures in the history of 

the coal industry entered the scene. These were Boston 

financier Henry M. Whitney and Colchester's B.F. Pearson. 

These men engineered the creation of a coal syndicate that 

would eventually lead Cape Breton to bankruptcy. The pro-

vincial government assisted in this development by granting 

the new Dominion Coal Company a 99 year lease over the 

mineral rights of Cape Breton Island. David Frank has 

called the formation of Dominion Coal the most decisive 

single event in the history of the island's coal industry, 

for it represented "the triumph of the strategy of the 

development of the coal industry by means of the export 

trade. 1143 As Eugene Forsey wrote in 1933, the period which 

began with unrestricted competition in the coal fields 

ended with the domination of the industry by a very small 
44 number of operators. Even more devastating than this was 

the fact that these were British, American and Montreal 
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capitalists, whose only interest in the region was in the 

profits they could squeeze out of the coal industry. The 

dream of Cumberland M.L.A. George Forrest, who pleaded for 

a more logical development of the province's resources so 

that Nova Scotia could become to Canada, the "Manchester of 

England, Ireland and Scotland," would never be realized. 45 

Instead, as Nova Scotian Premier W.S. Fielding proclaimed, 

Dominion Coal would carry out "what nature had intended", 

the shipment of large quantities of the province's coal to 

the United States. Later events served to continue the pro-

cess of underdevelopment that was set in motion during 

these years. The formation of the Dominion Iron and Steel 

Company by H.M. Whitney in 1899 and the later creation of 

Besco, the British Empire Steel Corporation, by Roy Wolvin 

in 1921, would complete the process. 
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Chapter II 

The Miners' Response: The Formation of The 

Provincial Workmen's Association in Springhill 1879 

The history of Nova Scotia's coal industry is not just 

one of shifting ownership, increasing capital investments, 

and rising rates of productivity and profits. Integral to 

this story is the miner, whose skill and life's labour 

brought about the industry's development. Nova Scotia's 

adaptation in the late 19th century from a colonial economy 

based on resource export, to one of industrial capitalism, 

brought with it a profound transformation in the coal 

trade. As conditions in the industry changed over the 

years the position of the miner in his place of work was 

dramatically affected. When the work to be done in the 

mines required only a strong body, any unemployed fisherman 

or farm hand could be called upon to do the task. Later, 

when the industry became more technically advanced, miners 

of many years experience were induced by the coal companies 

to leave their homes in Scotland and elsewhere to live and 

work in Nova Scotia. Later still, the special status 

acquired by these skilled workers was lost as a result of 

changing conditions, and they were forced to unite to 

protect their rights. It is therefore necessary to consider 

24 
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not only the evolution of the Nova Scotia coal industry, 

but also the miner's contribution to that development and 

the impact of this change upon his life and that of his 

family. The following chapter explores the impact of 

transitions in the coal industry, from the earliest years 

of mining in Nova Scotia until the end of the 19th century, 

by which time industrialization had made its influence felt 

on all aspects of the miner's life. The miners' response 

to these changing circumstances, and the organization and 

early activities of the Provincial Workmen's Association 

are __ em2l1asj. zed.- . :-

The conditions faced by the Nova Scotian miners in 

the 1870s evolved out of over a century's plundering of the 

province's coalfields. The frustrations of these years 

culminated in a struggle between coal miner and coal master 

in 1879 that resulted in the formation of the region's first 

miners' trade union organization. Throughout the 38 year 

existence of this union, its leaders looked back, time after 

time, to the days before organization. These men stressed 

that the P.W.A. 

was not the product of mere agitators but sprang 
into being in response to the wish of men who had 
been subjected to indignities, who had suffered 
loss, who were well trodden down, and yet who had 
in them a sturdy spirit of independence. 
The need for it was not created after the society 
had been formed, but it came to supply a long 
felt want, a crying need.l 

In the earliest days most mine workers were inexper-

ienced labourers, farm hands or young Irishmen, who had 
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been employed in the Newfoundland fisheries. 2 ' An extremely 

high rate of transiency was characteristic of these men, 

and indicated that few found any satisfaction in the employ 

of the ambitious coal leasees. In Sydney, the men slept 

and ate in large "cook houses", 40 to a room. They toiled 

in the mines from five o'clock a.m., until seven o'clock p.m., 

taking only two one and one-half hour breaks for a shot of 

rum and me.als of pork, bread and molasses. 3 They were paid 

twice yearly, but only after the company store had taken 

its claim to their wage. 4 Compared to this primitive 

situation the position of the miner was improved consider-

ably when the coal industry was taken over by the General 

Mining Association. On its arrival in Nova Scotia in 1827, 

the G.M.A. brought with it much more than modern techno-

logical devices for the mining of coal, such as the 

province's "first steam engine, complete with pump, 

hoisting drum and chain." A "considerable number of Miners, 

Colliers, Engineers and Mechanics" also were aboard the 

British ship. These were highly skilled and valued trades-

men, who were accustomed to working in the coal fields of 

Britain with the best equipment available, and 

as such [they] paid high wages. They fix their 
own prices and will not consent to admit any other 
person into the works. Sometimes the miners take 
an apprentice who by payment of a fee obtains the 
standing of miner, but the employer cannot send a 
single man among them.5 

The miners and the operators shared common expectations of 

prosperity and a mutual respect based on need. A kind of 
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partnership existed between them and the miner felt a sense 

of loyalty to the operator and to the coal trade. The 
' Provincial Commissioner investigating conditions at Albion 

Mines in 1842 was favourably impressed, having found "91 

dwelling houses ... 21 smaller houses ... (and) 110 old log 

houses ... all quite habitable 11 • 6 Nevertheless, the lavish 

English mansion built in Stellarton for G.M.A. manager 

Richard Smith produced envy even among the Halifax elite 

and stood in sharp contrast to the "quite habitable" 

dwelling of the miner. When forced to economize after a 

financial setback in 1842, it became clear which of the 

"partners" would feel the pinch. Business agent Samuel 

Cunard wrote to his supervisors, 

I have given my best attention to the only means 
of effecting this reduction and am .now preparing 
a reduced scale of wages which I will endeavor to 
arrange with the colliers.7 

Cunard went on to say he expected to encounter resistance 

from the men; " ... your Lordship is well aware of the 

dif=iculty which attends a measure of this nature 11 • 8 The 

miners had a history of fighting to protect their rights. 

In 1840 the men had successfully resisted an attempted 

reduction in wages through strike action and in 1842 this 

tactic was used once again. On this occasion, however, 

victory was not so easily attained. The strike began 19 

)~ovember 18 4 2 and lasted 12 weeks, ending 9 February 18 4 3 . 

~uring t~e course of t~e strike Manager Henry Poole ordered 

the ~en's supplies cut off at the company store. One 
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hundred angry women and children converged on the manager's 

home at Mount Rundell in response, smashing windows and 

shouting abuse. When would-be strike breakers appeared 

~~ey were burned in effigy by the strikers. Eventually a 

compromise was reached between manager and men, but it was 

a hard fought battle and only a partial victory for the 

miners. 9 Despite this kind of opposition, the control held 

by the men over their work and lives was slowly being 

eroded. Conditions became even worse after the G.M.A. 

monopoly was broken and the industry becarne dominated by 

numerous inexperienced operators. Shortsightedness and 

greed brought chaos and low profits to the trade, which 

resulted in further exploitation of the men and their 

families. Frequent disputes occurred over wages, hours of 

work, and safety conditions in the mines. An attempt to 

organize the workers was made in Albion in 1864, but little 

is known about the event. 1° For some time prior to the 

actual formation of the P.W.A. in September 1879, secret 

meetings were held by the miners in the protective darkness 

of the night to discuss tbeir problems and to plan strategies 
11 for change. 

It was not an easy time to organize workers in 

Canada. Trade unions had been legalized only since 1872 

when the Trade Unions Act was passed. Public hostility 

toward unionism remained strong and was reinforced by 

employers' fear and hatred of workers' organizations. 

The provincial Mining Act of 1872 retained a traditional 
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view of the _collier, who was expected not to infringe on 

the rights of his employer nor presume to have a voice in 

politics. The Act protected private property and kept 

workers outside of the policy-making sphere of the company, 

hindering the men's ability to protest poor safety condi-

' d 1 . th. d 12 tions an eaving eir wages unprotecte . Strike-

breaking with the aid of troops, first implemented in 

Sydney in 1864, became a major weapon of government and 

capital combined against the workers. 13 The importation of 

unskilled labour also posed a serious threat to the miners. 

Throughout the mining districts of the province, workers 

and their families struggled to survive the 1860s and 

1870s under the oppressive and exploitative hand of the 

coal masters. 

In Springhill, Cumberland County, where the P.W.A. 

first emerged, mining operations began relatively late. 

The first coal lease was not granted until 1863. 14 Within 

a decade, however, Halifax and Saint John15 merchants 

incorporated the Springhill Mining Company. 16 An initial 

capital stock of $400,000, with provisions to increase it 

to $1,000,000, was put forward to prepare for a much 

larger scale extraction of coal than previously. Until 

this time, all coal from the area had been hauled by 

horsecart to nearby Salt Springs or to Amherst, where it 

supplied the Intercolonial Railroad. Improved transporta-

tion was essential before production could begin, and so 

t h e Springhill and Parrsboro Railway Company was formed 
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in 1872 to lay track to nearby Springhill Junction, where 

it would supply the Intercolonial Railway, and to the port 
17 of Parrsboro on the Fundy shore. The following year, 40 

colliers and their families arrived from Pictou. The 

miners were accompanied by William Hall of Albion Mines, 18 

who was to manage the new operation. The mine was 

officially opened and the first coal train was run to 

Springhill Junction that December. 19 

The town expanded rapidly during this period. 

General stores, a bakery, a post office, several churches 

and many company houses were erected for the growing 

mining population. Lodges of a number of fraternal 

societies including the Masons, Oddfellows and Orangemen 

were organized. Contrary to the image evoked by its name, 

Springhill's water supply was limited and water often had 

to be carried in by train. The initiative for industrial 

growth thus was lost to nearby Amherst. 20 Many residents 

hoped Springhill would become a railroad centre instead, 

as proposed lines to Oxford were expected to connect 

the town with the Short Line and the Northumberland 

shore. Shipping piers were planned at Pugwash and 

Wallace. 21 This development never occurred, however, 

and the focus of the town remained the coal industry. 

Almost the entire population consisted of miners and 

their families. 

The Springhill Mining Company progressed steadily, 
. . . d . 22 increasing its pro uction every year. During the 
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mid-1870s dividends of 10% one year and 20% another were 

In 1879 the company expanded into G.M.A. 

te=ritory at a cost of ~60,000. It was at about this time 

that the directors posted notice of a three cent per box 

reduction in the men's wages. Unaware of the company's 

actual financial position, the miners grimly accepted ·the 

operators' explanation that the state of the trade demanded 

the cutback. It was not the first time the men had been 

mace to suffer for the sake of capitalist enterprise, and 

since they believed the health of the industry to be at 

stake, they saw no alternative. The bitter truth of the 

matter became clear to them a few months later, when 

the foolishly elated directors chuckled over the 
easy success which had attended to their first 
endeavor to add to their already handsome 
dividends and unwisely came to the conclusion 
that the men were as clay in the hands of the 
potter; so up goes, in August, another announce-
ment of a further 3 cent reduction. Their 
presumption was to their utter discomfiture. 
The response was ... immediate; the men came 
out as a unit.24 

The men gathered at a rink just beyond the mines and 

decided to take immediate strike action. Canada's largest 

and most productive coal mine was shut down. Firing the 

men's anger was confirmation that the company had suffered 

no financial losses that year. Rates paid by their major 

buyer, the Intercolonial Railway, were equal to those of 

1878. This fact was made clear in an anonymous letter in 

a P.alifax newspaper which protested the injustice done to 

the :niners. 25 It was signed only, "A Traveller 11 • A few 
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days later the managers became aware of the anonymous 

writer's identity, and Robert Drummond, a Scotsman low in 

the managerial hierarchy of the company, was fired. On 

leaving the company office, Drummond went to the rink 

where the miners were meeting and asked if "a traveller" 

might be admitted. He was, and in Drummond's words, "One 

addicted to extravaganza might say of his reception that 

it was superlatively cordial •.. 11 • 26 

At a subsequent meeting on 29 August, a unanimous 

resolution was passed to form a union "to defend the 

interests of miners", and the Provincial Miners' Association 

(P.M.A.) was born. A provisional committee headed by 

President Thomas Leadbetter and Secretary Robert Drummond 

was selected to draft a constitution and by-laws for the 

new union. 27 Another gathering on 1 September 1879 decided 

that Secretary Drummond, who was then unemployed due to his 

revelations to the miners, would be paid a salary of $40 per 

rrDnth to carry out the major work of the Association. This 

was a handsome figure compared to the wages of the miners, 

who made between $20 and $30 per month that year. 28 

Unfortunately the union was not able to take care of its 

Grand Master in a similar manner. When Grand Master 

Robert Wilson, who helped to organize the strike, was fired 

by the Springhill Coal Company early in the new year, the 

union could afford to offer him only $50, a handshake and 

best wishes before he was forced to leave his home to 

search for work. 29 
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Meanwhile the strike continued, and as their losses 

mounted, the directors of the company grew agitated. Among 

the men, however, there was "no disorder, no threats, no 

rocks or shots fired, as of old through the manager's 

bedroom window ... There was not even peaceful picketing; 
30 such was unnecessary." After three weeks, the directors 

sent a representative to negotiate with the men: 

His first proposal was to have the last notice 
withdrawn. The men thanked him and said 'Not 
acceptable'. He then offered to restore the 
rate to what it was before the last reduction. 
Neither was that acceptable. 
Mr. Byers pleaded for acceptance, to no avail, 
the men declared they had been taken advantage 
of ... and must be recompensed.31 

The directors' response was angry and drastic. Eviction 

notices were served by the sheriff to "the body of the 

workers", who lived in company housing. 32 The population 

of Springhill in 1879 was no more than 1200 and almost 400 

men were employed in the mines. It is therefore likely 

that over half the town's population was expelled from 

their homes by the company. 33 The men's committee went 

to work on the problem immediately, "securing accomodation 

in store lofts, in kindly neighbours' homes, and in 

hastily internally remodelled barns". The day before the 

sheriff was to evict them, "Every team in the town was 

engaged in removing goods and chattels •.. By night every 
34 tenant was safely housed." 

Vacating the houses was a master stroke by the men. 

This display of solidarity and determination to stand up to 
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the company finally forced the directors to give in under 

pressure. A representative was once again sent to Spring-

hill to settle the strike, and the men demanded and 

received an advance of three cents per ton. 35 

The hard won victory at Springhill generated a 

tremendous enthusiasm among all the province's coal miners 

for union organization, and the P.M.A. expanded rapidly 

into other coal districts of mainland Nova Scotia. In his 

capacity as Agent for the Association, Robert Drummond 

travelled throughout Pictou and Cumberland Counties, calling 

upon mine workers to unite and join the P.M.A. Before long, 

additional lodges were organized in Stellarton, Westville 

and Thorburn. By mid-October, the Association had a 

membership of 646 men. 36 

Throughout the following winter months, the union 

began to investigate and deal with grievances put forward 

by the men, such as non-payment for the work that preceded 

the actual cutting of coai. 37 A newspaper, the Trades 

Journal, was founded to serve as the official organ of the 

Association. In the summer of 1380, two additional lodges, 

Gladstone at Acadia Mines in Westville and Neptune in 

South Pictou, were formed. Not only miners but all 

categories of workers involved with coal production were 

brought into the union. These included loaders, trappers, 

underground and overground labourers, checkweighmen, and 

so on. In Granton, on the Northumberland shore, a lodge 

of wharfmen who loaded the coal onto ships was formed and 
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named Visatergo. 

The P.M.A. was becoming well known throughout Nova 

Scotia, but thus far its organizational work had been 

confined to the mainland. The coal fields of Cape Breton, 

which in 1880 employed close to 50% of approximately 3,300 

miners working in Nova Scotia, remained untouched by the 

P.M.A. 38 Problems of transportation to the Island, which 

was still .without rail service and whose ports were blocked 

by ice for a large part of the year, were partially 

responsible for this failing. A letter to the Trades Journal 

of 4 August 1880, written by "A Workingman", advised that 

the miners of Cape Breton were in desperate need of union 

organization: 

for the last three or four years, the wages of 
workingmen have been cut down to the lowest 
possible figure, and the men themselves harassed 
in their work to within an inch of their lives .••. 
There were miners ••. whose experience . could 
count 20 years, who were disqualified because 
they could not lift half a ton, or work 
impossibilities with the coal, men, who by 
right of their experience, should have been the 
first authority on such matters .... is it 

. ·possible that the men of Cape Breton are so 
blind to their own interests and what is due to 
them as MEN, that they cannot see that they are 
literally made slaves of, by a lot of unscrupu-
lous money grabbers~] ... The sooner the P.M.A. 
or some other association is established in 
Cape Breton •.. the sooner will be obtained 
redress.39 

The question of expansion into Cape Breton now 

occupied the forefront of discussion for the P.M.A., and 

at the second annual Grand Council held in Truro, 

October 1880, a decision was reached. It was agreed that 
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the P.M.A. was interested in organizing not only all mine 

workers in both Cape Breton and mainland Nova Scotia, but 

all categories of workingmen in the province as well. 

In order to make its position known the union adapted its 

name to the Provincial Workmen's Association (P.W.A.). It 

was agreed that the union's major work for the following 

year would be to expand the organization into both the 

Cape Breton mines and into non-mining workplaces. In the 

spring, the Grand Council met to plan "The Mission to Cape 

Breton". It was decided that Robert Drummond would travel 

to the Island as the Agent of the P.W.A. An assistant 

selected by Drummond would accompany the Grand Secretary 

on this organizational campaign. Some members, fearing 

the wrath of the coal companies, suggested that a body guard 

be sent along as well. After some discussion, it was 

concluded that if Drummond carried out his duties 11 secretly 

and courteously", and used a secret code in his daily 

telegraph to the Council, he would be safe enough. 40 

The organizing tour began in spring 1881. A 

Caledonia, Cape Breton miner named Matthews accompanied 

Drummond on this campaign. On 13 July 1881, after the 

trip was completed, the Grand Secretary reported back to 

the Association in a lengthy article in the Trades Journal. 

Conversations with miners made it clear, wrote Drummond, 

that the workingmen of Cape Breton were far from satisfied 

with their situation and in great need of organization. 

The men were being exploited in many different ways by 
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the company. Their major grievances included: low wages; 

an overly long work day of 12 1/2 hours; the company store 

where they were forced to buy goods at exorbitant prices; 

anc. the checkwejghman; who cheated the men _ . 

out of the full weight of the coal they cut by over-

estimating the amount of dirt and stone in each box, and 

by over-weighing the amount of slack, or unpaid broken coal, 

:nixed in with the round coal. The miners enthusiastically 

welcomed the opportunity to join the P.W.A., and four 

lodges were organized during Drummond's stay. These 

included Drummond Lodge at South Mines, Equity at Caledonia 

Mines in Bridgeport, and Island and Unity Lodges, also in 

Bridgeport. After the Grand Secretary's departure, the 

union continued to flourish, and by October 1881 five more 

lodges had formed. Membership in Cape Breton alone was 

reported in the Trades Journal as having reached over 1200. 

The provincial Mines Reports showed a total of 1724 men work-

ing in Cape Breton's mines as of 31 December 1881. Even 

allowing for fluctuation in the workforce it appears that 

well over 50% of the Island's miners were organized during 

these initial six months, and membership in the P.W.A. more 

t.,an doubled. 41 

Following the great success of the Cape Breton 

campaign, attempts were made to draw other types of workers 

i~to the Association. In October 1881, two non-miner's 

:odges were organized. These were Flint Lodge in New 

Glasgow, comprised of glassblowers who already belonged 
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to an international union but felt too isolated from it, 

and Our Rights Lodge, which included spike factory and 

foundry workers in Pictou county. Little is known about 

the influence of these two lodges on the P.W.A., or how 

long their connection with the union lasted. It was not 

until 1891 that a third non-mining lodge formed - Amherst's 

Concord Lodge of boot and shoe workers. 

During these formative years, the structure and 

character of the P.W.A. was developed to suit the needs and 

aspirations of its members. To a large extent the ideology 

of the Association was reflected in its official rules and 

in its ritual. Guidelines for membership and rules of 

order were drawn up by the provisional Grand Council during 

the early days of the Springhill strike. It is clear, not 

only from the rapidity with which these were written, but also 

from comparisons made wi~other fraternal organizations 

such as the Knights of Labor, that the written code of the 

P.W.A. was neither original nor exceptional. Instead it 

reflected broad social values in its aim to improve the 

status of miners. 

The membership of the Association was open to all 

"honest and trustworthy" men, who were 17 years of age or 

older, working in or about the mines, providing they held 

no official position within the coal companies. Like the 

Knights of Labor, members of the P.W.A. were not permitted 

to be involved in the production or sale of intoxicating 

liquors. To gain admission to a lodge, a potential 



member had to be nominated by a member in writing, and a 

vote was taken on the issue by the entire body. Again 

like the Knights of Labor, the candidate was "declared 

elected" if he "shall not have seven black balls against 

him". An initiation ceremony followed, the ritual of 

which was carefully detailed in the Minutes of the Grand 

Council. 

In the ante-room, the Assistant Master Workman 

informed the candidate: 

Our object is not to wage a war of labor against 
capital, nor to drive trade, by oppressive measures, 
from our locality; on the contrary, by mutual 
concessions between master and man, we seek to 
have it carried on with advantage to both. 
The chief objects of the Association are to use 
fair and legitimate means to secure fair 
remuneration for our labor; to obtain just legis-
lation whereby our interests may be guarded; to 
advance, by co-operation and other means, our 
position materially; and remove any cause which 
hinders our advancement mentally, morally and 
socially. 
The chief obligation desired of you is that you 
heartily assist in the obtaining of these objects. 
Further, we have promised to stand together as 
one man when the majority of our lodge calls us 
to action, and we will expect you to stand with 
us.42 
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Having accepted these objects, the candidate was led into 

the lodge room by the Guardian. The Master Workman "calls 

up, gives three raps" and the lodge sang, 

A hearty welcome we extend, 
And hail you as another friend, 
Our cause to help to swell our band, 4 
Right welcome then with heart and hand. 3 

The Assistant Master and Guardian then proceeded to 

counsel the candidate at length, lavishing proverbs and 



advice upon him in the following manner: 

A.~. - Do you promise in all things to be faithful 
to us? 

C. - Yes. 
Members - Worthy then to be our brother. 
~.w. - Calls down, one rap. 
A.M. - Do you prorr~se to persevere with us in the 

attainment of [our goals]? 
c. - Yes. 
G. - Diligent plodding has been successful where 

great genius has failed. Yes, most ills would 
disappear, did men more persevere. 4 4 
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This line of questioning went on for some time, ending with 

a warning about the importance of regular attendance at 

lodge meetings, "a rolling stone gathers no moss", and 

prompt payment of dues, "short reckonings make long friends". 

The candidate was then presented with a copy of the 

Constitution of the order, upon which the motto, "Unity, 

Equity _ and Progress" was printed. A detailed explanation 

of these words followed, the essential points of which were: 

nity: We are banded together so that we may declare 
accurately our wants, and devise and adopt means 
whereby our objects may be attained. 

Equity: Success can only be obtained through honest 
industry. In taking a firm stand against the 
ofttimes dishonest impositions of employers, let 
not ourselves be unreasonable in our demands. If 
equity be the base of all our actions, then we 
may say to capital, "Give the labourer his hire" 
and fearlessly demand an honest wage for honest 
work. 

Progress: We dare not stand still. Union without 
action is valueless.45 

completed, the lodge again burst into song: 

All ~~ings must yield to industry and time. 46 
~one cease to rise but those who cease to climb. 

T~e ritual at last completed, the new member took 

iis ~lace among his fellows. Just what went on in lodge 
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meetings in addition to ceremonial practices is difficult 

to ascertain. It was the lodge's duty to hold regular 

meetings, to collect monthly dues, to elect council officers 

annually to preside over the lodge, and to elect delegates 

to the semi-annual meetings of the Grand Council. 47 The 

men were instructed to bring to their lodge any grievance 

they could not deal with themselves, and were to report all 

wage reductions or changes in the mode of work. They were 

forbidden to sign any contract without the prior agreement 

of all members of the lodge and were instructed to request 

sanction from the Grand Council before conducting any work 

stoppage or strike. To carry on an "illegal" strike was to 

forfeit all claim to financial support and possibly to lose 

the lodge's charter. The council of officers of each lodge 

included: the Secretary, who attended to all correspondence 

and kept records of the proceedings of the lodge and its 

finances; the Master Workman, whose main duty was to 

11 uphold the dignity of the Council", to preside over meetings 

and to sign or counter-sign all documents; the Assistant 

Master Workman; the Guardian, who took charge of candidates 

during initiation and examined all members at lodge meetings 

for the password, took charge of all property belonging to 

the lodge and served notices to members when instructed to 

do so by the Secretary; the Chaplain, who opened and 

closed meetings with prayers; the Inside Watchman, who 

guarded the inner door, admitting none without the password; 

the Outside Watchman, who prevented the meeting from being 



disturbed and made certain no one but candidates entered 

the ante-room; and the Treasurer. 
\ 

A similar group of officers was elected by dele-
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gates to the Grand Council, the functions of which 

parallelled that of the lodges, with the exception of the 

Grand Secretary. Under Drummond's influence this position 

developed into an extremely powerful post within the P.W.A. 

Sub-Councils for each of the three counties, 

Cumberland, Pictou and Cape Breton, also were formed. 

These operated much like the Grand Council, making rules 

and by-laws for their lodges. Less attention was placed 

by the Sub-Councils on legislative activity than by the 

Grand Council. Instead these secondary boards concentrated 

on local activities and the relations of labour and capital. 

Again, however, no documents remain to provide more 

information about their activities, and we must infer what 

we can from Drummond's records. 

The ritual used by the P.W.A. included the much 

dramatized password, which was chosen quarterly by the 

Grand Master and Grand Secretary, and forwarded to the 

lodges. Unlike those secret societies in which the pass-

word, or a certain handshake or signal, allowed members 

to identify one another without exposure to a hostile 

public, 48 the P.W.A. used the password as a means to 

induce payment of dues. Only those in "good standing" 

were given possession of the word, and only those with the 

word were admitted to or supported by the lodge. 
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Regalia was also a part of every P.W.A. function. 

All officers wore a distinctive sign of their position at 

lodge meetings. At sessions of the Grand Council regalia 

was even more elaborate, although no specific accounts 

remain of it. For public gatherings of the Association 

such as anniversary celebrations, members were instructed 

to "procure regalia, as per sample forwarded 1149 , to 

distinguish themselves. 

Seals also were adopted for use by the Association. 

A two-hand pick, handle up and crossed by saw and hammer, 

denoted both the Grand Council and Sub-Councils. Emblems 

made for officers retained the image of the pick, but 

added various other symbols to convey rank. The sign of 

the Master Workman was a gavel and pick; the Assistant had 

cross-picks; the Chaplain used the book of knowledge; the 

Guardian, scales of justice. The seal of the Inside 

Watchman portrayed a sword and square while that of his 

Outside counterpart showed a sword and shovel. 

Additional seals were selected by each of the lodges 

and used to stamp official documents, petitions, member-

h . d d f th t th · · SO sip cars an so or o prove au enticity. Finally 

an official flag was chosen for the P.W.A., the design of 

which can still be seen today in extant copies of the 

Trades Journal. 

The P.W.A. was a long time in corning, but the years 

of oppression had ~reated a situation so desperate that the 

organization was able to flourish despite the general 
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distrust of trade unionism pervading 19th century Canada. 

As t.~e coal industry became more and more consolidated 

into the hands of a shrinking number of owners, the 

abi_ity of t~e individual worker to exert any control over 

t.~e ~orkplace situation disappeared. An increasing aliena-

tion of the men from their work propelled the miners 

towa=d unionism. The development of centralized control of 

coal industry was not an entirely new phenomenon to the 

men who remembered the G.M.A. monopoly, but in the 1870s, 

a new intensity emerged in the industry. More men were 

working, more coal was being produced, more profit was 

being taken, and the workers were becoming increasingly 

frustrated with their position within the entire scheme. 

The sense of loyalty once felt toward the coal masters by 

the men was seriously impaired as differences between the 

interests of the men and those of the owners became more 

apparent. 

Once the miners' Association was formed, lodges 

sprang up, almost spontaneously throughout the coal dis-

tricts of Nova Scotia. In areas such as Sydney Mines andWest-

ville, where hundreds of men were employed, two or three 

lodges were organized in one town. Lodges like Pioneer, 

C~ueron, Union and Island far surpassed the average in 

~LWbers and strength, with between 100 to 300 members each. 

~ar.y sma_ler lodges also were organized, to accommodate the 

:ess active mines, and some such as Neptune and Visatergo 

c-a~~ed only 15 to 20 members. With the barrier to 
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Cape Breton overcome, and the Trades Journal carrying the 

news of every event and every struggle waged by the P.W.A., 

the Association opened its doors to literally every coal 

miner in Nova Scotia. 

The need to unite as many workers as possible to 

fight for the men's rights became obvious. For this reason 

it was decided from the beginning that all categories of 

workers employed at the mines must be united, if the union 

was to succeed. Although many different classifications of 

labourers were employed at the mines, each one having a 

separate task and a different rate of pay, all workers 

associated with the mines were welcomed into the P.W.A. 

Although it is impossible to ascertain whether a particular 

segment of the mine workers, such as the prestigious coal 

cutters, led the drive to organize, it is clear that all 

levels of workers were actively involved in the union. 

The Minutes of the Grand Council, for example, show where 

wharfmen, overground labourers, and boys, all expressed 

dissatisfaction at one time or another. For this reason 

the P.W.A. can be categorized as an industrial union, 

rather than a craft organization, even prior to the forma-

tion of a lodge of glassblowers in 1882. To a limited 

extent other non-mining workers and even more remarkably, 

women workers, eventually became involved in the P.W.A. 

Clearly, working people were beginning to see themselves 

as a group sharing certain important things in common. 

In particular they saw that the interests they shared 
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often clashed with those of their employers. 

This is not to suggest that the P.W.A. was an 

overtly class conscious or radical organization. Aspects 

of the Association, other than its role as a labour union, 

presented the more cautious worker and the general public 

with a more readily sanctioned image. Indeed, one of the 

major aims of the Association was to make the mining popu-

lation a respected segment of society. The values 

espoused in the ritual and constitution of the P.W.A. 

stressed thrift and sobriety, hard work and diligence - all 

popular and respectable social mores of the day. As a 

fraternal organization the P.W.A. brought workers together 

on a regular basis in the lodge, and increased ties among 

the men on the job, where previously a religious, ethnic 

or job difference might have separated them. The miners 

were united within a protective - but also a fraternal 

society - which encouraged them to strive for goals similar 

to those of the rest of society. Within the P.W.A., the 

miners began to feel more a part of that society, even while 

struggling to protect and advance their interests as 

unionized workers. 
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Chapter III 

The Work and Accomplishments of the P.W.A. 

Introduction 

Most histories of the P.W.A. describe the first 19 years 

of the organization as prosperous ones in which the union 

came to fight its battles in the political arena and was 

able to reduce the number of strikes and lockouts in the 

industry dramatically. The long list of amendments to the 

Provincial Mining Act1 effected by union lobbying has 

become tangible evidence of the Association.' s success to 

ost students of the period. 

To what degree the direction taken by the P.W.A. in 

its efforts to "protect and advance the interests of miners" 

actually represented these workers and strengthened their 

position in relation to capital is not so obvious. In 

examining the work carried out by the Association, it is 

important to be aware of the degree of influence and 

quality of direction imposed on it by Robert Drummond, and 

of the nature and extent of dissenting tendencies existing 

within the union. 

The P.W.A. used three distinct tactics during the 

Drummond years to protect the rights and advance the 

interests of the miners. These included strikes, 
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gcve=~.ent lobbying and electoral politics. Although 

~~ese activities were carried on simultaneously, they are 

cc~sidered here in three separate parts, beginning with 

the strikes fought by the union. 

Part One: Strikes 

The colliers of Nova Scotia realized that continuous 

struggle against the coal masters was necessary to ensure 

t.~eir survival, and carried with them a tradition, of direct 

action to protect their rights. Evidence of this is seen 

in t.~e numerous strikes at Albion Mines throughout the 

1840s, in the turbulence at Sydney Mines in 1864 and Albion 

L~ _865, and in events leading up to the formation of the 

P.W.A. in 1879. Speaking to a representative of the Royal 

Conrnission on Labour in 1888, one Stellarton miner 

assessed the situation._,__in the following manner: 

hnen times are dull and the men are plenty, then the 
rr~ster absolutely fixes the price; when times are 
good and the men not so plenty, and when the men are 
t.~oroughly organized, then they generally have some-
thing to say, and that is the way it goes; 
~nen the men are situated so that they can command 
a fair price they sometimes get it ... and they 
sometimes have to go out on strike to get what they 
think is just, and that is why we have strikes. 2 

.c such men the P.W.A. represented a new armament, a means 

o: organizing for the battle. 

~:.e ::!i.ners that 

Robert Drummond assured 

right of ... workingrnen to set a price on their 
?roperty - their labouring strength - is 

ur.questionable and the sooner the empl~yers recognize 
that right the better for them and us. 
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While tb.e P .W .A. promised "to advance materially 

:. ts :::e!"'be:rs", it would seek only "such improvement . . . of 

rem-..:..~e:rat:.on of labor as the state of the trade shall allow. 114 

D:r~ond asserted that "As an Association we do not believe 

:ru.c~ in strikes, but are forced to look upon them for 

wa."'lt of something more modern as necessary evils." 5 The 

G:ra~d Secretary advocated a series of peaceful procedures 

to be used by the men when disputes arose over wages or 

wo:rkp.ace conditions. Only after all other means failed 

were t..~ey to consider a work stoppage, and that could be 

carried out only with the approval of the Grand Council 

a.~d Drummond. It is, therefore, not surprising that only 

four strikes of any significance were fought by the 

?.;·.A. with the support of the Grand Council during the 

_9 years of Drummond's tenure. Since the men pledged 

"ur..:.on for action" when they joined the Association 

they were no doubt confused by this reluctance to strike. 

~a~y ·nsanctioned work stoppages occurred anyway. Numerous 

st:rikeswere held in Springhill without official approval, for 

exa-ple, but without union support they received little 

1 . . f . . 1 . d 6 Th f . 1 h t ?1.!b ~city or 1.nanc1.a a1. . e our striKes ta were 

sa."'lc~:.oned by Grand Council provide some insight into 

w~at issues were considered to be vital and how the 

cff.:.cial battle between company and union proceeded. 

The first call to action came from the members of 

c~~e=on Lodce in mid-October 1879. A telegram was rushed 
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off from Westville to the Grand Secretary, requesting an 

emergency meeting of Council to discuss a wage reduction 

icposed on men at the Drummond Colliery of the Intercolonial 

Coal Company. Several pairs of men had been asked to split 

pillars of coal and were promised 339 per yard advanced and 

16C per box filled. At the beginning of the month they 

were paid at this rate, but later discovered they were 

getting only 379 per yard, which caused an overall reduction 

in their wages. Manager Robert Simpson denied ever having 

promised the higher price. The men were prepared to take 

immediate strike action, but Drummond advised the lodge to 

send a committee to speak with Simpson first. After only 

two meetings, the old rate was restored. This easy victory, 

apparently possible because the manager was taken aback 

by the men's show of strength, was celebrated enthusiasti-

cally as the union's first success. Mr. Simpson was not 

intimidated for long, however, for when grievances arose in 

the new year, the men's committee was unable to obtain a 

hearing. Drummond resisted sanctioning a strike for some 

time, but as the manager became more openly hostile toward 

the union, the men's spirits sank and it became clear that 

the very survival of the P.W.A. in Westville was endangered. 

Pushed to these limits, Drummond gave in and allowed the 

men to strike. 

Simpson immediately evicted the miners from 

Company housing. As he refused to meet with union spokes-

men, the men filed into the manager's office to 
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represent themselves in person. Whether all 170 members 

of Cameron Lodge managed to squeeze into the office is not 

known, but the demonstration of solidarity no doubt 

· pressed their manager. 7 Still no settlement was reached, 

and a number of frustrated miners threatened to revert to 

the more violent tactics of the past and talked of firing 

shots outside Simpson's bedroom window in the night. 

Drummond reacted brusquely to these threats, arguing that 

such tactics were unsuitable to the present day. He warned 

that he would revoke the lodge's charter or resign his 

position if necessary to avert such action. The men 

acquiesced but Simpson had heard already the rumours and 

applied for militia protection. 8 The arrival of troops on 

the scene was treated lightly by the miners, and the two 

groups fraternized freely, their only contest being over a 

game, of cricket. 9 Some members of the militia were 

actually company employees who no doubt sym~athized with 

th 'k 10 e stri ers. 

Meanwhile the company was busy searching for non-

union labour to re-open the mine. In Pictou and· Cumberland 

counties, where the public was aware of the situation in 

Westville, Simpson's efforts went unrewarded. Eventually, 

however, he succeeded in bringing 11 men in from Cape Breton. 

On learning that a strike was in progress, the Cape 

Bretoners refused to "black-leg" and joined union ranks. 

Finally, following communications between the 

Grand Secretary and the directors of the Intercolonial 
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Coal Company in Montreal, President George A. Drummond 

arrived in Westville to settle the strike. The president 

agreed to meet with the union committee, providing all its 

embers were company employees. Robert Drummond was 

excluded from the negotiations, but the president of 

Intercolonial Coal had nevertheless overruled Simpson's 

stand by recognizing the P.W.A. To the Grand Secretary, 

this alone signified victory. A compromise was quickly 

reached concerning the original grievances and the men 

returned to work. 11 Unfortunately, the settlement was not 

completely acceptable to all workers: banksmen, who stored 

the coal beyond the pithead for later removal, were forced 

to accept a 10~ reduction in their daily earnings. The 

Grand Secretary minimized this loss, and maintained that the 

P.W.A. had won a far more important and fundamental right -

that of union recognition. 

Even that victory had its limitations, however, for 

president George A. Drummond had refused to see the Grand 

Secretary, and as Robert Drummond later confided, 

I am not sure that .•. [Manager Robert Simpson] 
kept his plighted [pledged] word to cease 
hostility to the Union. He may have in a way, 
but if so then he concentrated his attack on 
the Association's [Grand] Secretary.12 

In later disputes Simpson continued to refuse to deal with 

Dr nd, meeting only with the lodge committee, and 

referred to the Grand Secretary as that "clatty little 

bug-bear" from the union. 13 

The second major strike by the P.W.A. was fought 
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a~ai~st t.~e General Mining Association in Lingan, Cape 

3re~o~ County. This long and bitter struggle lasted from 

8 Y..arch 1882 until 24 April 1883. Trouble first began in 

:ece~ber 1881, when Manager Donald Lynk advised his 

emp:oyees to sign a document pledging that they would have 

~ot.~ing to do wit.~ any union while working for the G.M.A. 

The men, who had formed Coping Stone Lodge of the P.W.A. 

t.~at July, refused to sign the paper. A confrontation was 

te~porarily avoided because the mines were becoming idle 

for the winter season, but when work resumed in February 

troi;ble seemed inevitable. Before long, Lynk discharged 

_5 1..:..~ion men without explanation, while non-union workers 

re~ai~ed on the job. A committee from Coping Stone Lodge 

approached the manager to offer to share what work was 

available with their unemployed brothers. Lynk refused, 

adding t.~at he did not recognize their union and would not 

~e 1.·." .... ~luenced by 1.·t. 14 Cl 1 b ttl h . .• ear y a a e was s aping over 

t.~e continued existence of the P.W.A. in Cape Breton. The 

:=ades Jcur~al warned the miners that 

Ly~~ ... is determined ... to put down and eradicate 
t.~e union from Lingan. 
The discharged men ... asked him his reasons for so 
arbitrarily discharging them. His gracious answer 
was, "I have no cause against you and if", taking 
~en and paper, "you sign this and leave that d d 
·r.ion you can get your work back immediately .-:-:-" 
Th· sit can readily [be] seen what Mr. Lynk's 
~otives were and that he not only aimed a blow~ 
at the Lingan local but at the P.W.A. as well. 1 ~ 

7 ~arch, the lodge demanded that Lynk discharge all non-

::.~~~ ~en or take back the 15 he had fired, and again he 

=e=~sed. ~he :allowing day, having obtained the sanction 



of Grand Council, the Lingan workers walked out on 

strike. 
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The company's first move was a familiar one. All 

those living in company houses were ordered to leave by 

May, and coal supplies to the men's families were cut off. 

The company also began a search for new workers to replace 

those on strike. Efforts within the province failed 

because the confrontation was well publicized and few 

miners were willing to "black-leg". Lynk therefore arranged 

for Rev. John Murray to recruit men overseas, and on 9 May 

1882, 30 miners arrived at Lingan from Scotland. Unknown 

to the company, Robert Drummond was in Scotland when the 

trouble at Lingan began, and happened to return to Nova 

Scotia on the same ship carrying the agent and his men. 

The Secretary soon made acquaintance with Mr. 
Murray's miners. For several days conversations 
[were held] with them, before Mr. Murray dis-
covered who was taking so great [an] interest 
in the miners he had brought from Scotland. 
The discovery had been made too late; the seed 
ha~ brin sown and had taken root in receptive 
soil. 

When the ship docked at Halifax, Drummond sent a 
• 

telegram to Lingan, and upon arrival "off the northern head", 

via a company tow boat, the Scottish miners were welcpmed 

in f 11 force by the members of Coping Stone Lodge . . 
I 

~ager Lynk, general manager Richard Brown, the non-union 

workers, and 14 constables who had been called in to protect 

new recruits stood by astounded as the Scots joined the 

striKers. The Trades Journal that week carried headlines 



readi g, "THE G.M.A. OUTWITTED BY THE P.W.A. - SCOTCH 

!• • .:., .... RS BROUGHT OUT UNDER FALSE PRETENSES SIDE WITH 

••onv~ •II 17 , .. I'\..'"\..."...L ... 
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The strike continued, and in June Mr. Swan, a G.M.A. 

director, arrived from London with the intention of settling 

t.~e strike. He offered to reinstate all strikers, except 

£or six union leaders. The men refused. The lodge then 

offered to settle by arbitration, but Swan declined. The 

director also spurned meeting with the Grand Secretary, and 

the strike continued into its fifth month. By 13 September 

o y 31 of the original 96 members remained in Coping Stone 

~edge, the rest having moved on. The Trades Journal 

argued that the strike was a senseless waste to company, 

province and men alike, and that the Government should force 

a~bitration, but nothing came of the suggestion. In 

December, the company moved nine blocks of houses to Low 

?oi.t on Spanish Bay to accommodate employees at that 

ocation. 

At the beginning of 1883, Lynk announced that work 

as available but said the union committee could "go to hell". 

Ir. desperation, the men began to return to their jobs. By 

April 1883, 26 of a former 102 employees were back at 

worK. 18 The Trades Journal offered no sympathy to these 

:r.e. , but published their names in a list of "blacklegs" to 

s~ruue them, and warned that no union man would ever work 

beside such traitors again. The paper urged the members of 

CO?~ng Stone Lodge to continue the strike and encouraged 
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the other lodges to send all possible financial support to 

~ingan. Fearful that the strike would be lost, about 65 

union men from Cow Bay, Bridgeport, Sydney, Glace Bay and 

Reserve Mines travelled to Lingan, "to induce by reason and 
19 

calm argument the men •.. working in Lingan to quit." 

Richard Brown, Donald Lynk and Constable Musgrave 

met the delegation outside the mine on 19 March and 

instructed the workers to pay no attention to the union men. 

A fight broke out between the two groups. Reports of the 

event varied dramatically. The Trades Journal allowed for 

a "bloodied nose", while other sources claimed a riot had 

occurred. The version related by the Pictou News sided 

heavily with the company: 

Seventy or eighty unionists came here yesterday and 
surrounded Lingan when the men were returning from 
work and attacked them. They badly kicked the 
engineer and the blacksmith and struck several others 
including the manager. At night the rioters 
increased in number and visited the workmen's 
houses and dragged men outside and beat them 20 
severely .... The rioters have charge of the place. 

A call for military aid was sent out to A.P. Caron, 

federal Minister of the Militia, with a request that the 

federal government establish permanent forces in Cape 

Breton. Meanwhile 110 officers of the 19th Regiment in 

Halifax were alerted and 25 volunteers from Sydney were 

brought in to maintain the peace. The services of the 

~~litia were never actually used, but they remained in 

the town for some time and provided a constant reminder 

of battle that was being waged. 
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In April, Lynk and Brown finally decided to meet 

wi~~ lodge committee, and by 24 April terms had been 

agreed upon and the strike was called off. As in previous 

strixes, the Trades Journal proclaimed the settlement at 

Lingar. a P.W.A. victory because union recognition had been 

achieved . 

. • . the General Mining Association ••. met its match 
in the P.W.A ...• no manager in C.B. will risk an 
encounter with the workingmen's Association unless ... 
fortified with the assurance founded on proper views 
of equity and fair dealing that his cause will bear 
inspection and intelligence and impartial criticism. 21 

Yet it was certainly less than total victory. Like 

the Westville strikers before them, the miners at Lingan 

were forced to accept a wage reduction. Once again the 

Journal glossed over the matter, referring only to" ... the 

little reduction that occurred 11 , 22 and never speaking out 

against it. Before the strike coal cutters were paid 559 

per ton; afterwards they received only 409. The company 

tried to justify this cutback in terms of their own losses 

during the strike, ignoring the suffering of the workers 

and their families. This was not the only issue that the 

P.W.A. found itself compromising over. The six men who 

had taken the lead in organizing the strike, the same men 

Swan had earlier refused to take back but whom the union 

had stood behind, were now deserted by the P.W.A. These 

men were not permitted to return to work when the strike 

ended, but were effectively exiled from Lingan. After more 

than a year of misery and starvation, the men had little 
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choice but to make this concession, yet the Grand Secretary 

aintained that the strike was a total P.W.A. victory. 

nion recognition was achieved~ The loss of the men's 

desperately needed wages and the firing and banishing from 

t~eir homes of the most outspoken union leaders in the 

lodge were considered of less significance. Despite their 

bestowing of union recognition, it seems unlikely that Swan 

and the G.M.A. felt particularly threatened by the bed-

raggled little group that carried on as Coping Stone Lodge. 

The third strike sanctioned by the miners' union 

was against the recently amalgamated Acadia Coal Co., in 

the winter of 1887. This merger, effected by Montreal 

capitalist Sir Hugh Allan, 23 drew together the Acadia Co. 

of Westville, the Halifax Co., holders of Albion and 

.cGregor Mines of Stellarton, and the Vale Coal, Iron and 

.ranufacturing Co. of Thorburn. 24 The mines were operated 

under the general management of Henry s. Poole. 25 

In mid-December 1886 notice was given to the workers 

at Albion Mines that in 14 days their "term of service 11 

would expire. The company purposely created this atmosphere 

of uncertainty to set the stage for a reduction in wages. 

An announcement to that effect was made shortly thereafter, 

the details of which amounted to a 20% cutback. 26 

A committee of union men from Fidelity Lodge 

approached Manager Poole with the plea that it was impossible 

for them to cope with a reduction as they had barely survived 

t~e past 18 months under current rates. Wages had not 
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i~c=eased over the past five years but the cost of living 
. 27 to rise. Poole argued that it was necessary to 

red~ce costs so that the new company could compete with 

Spri~g~ill, and refused the men's offer of arbitration. A 

specia. meeting of the Grand Council was held in Stellarton 

a.~d assembly agreed that the union had but one course 

o= act~on: "It is bad to strike and be pinched with hunger, 

but ~a..~y times worse to submit to be plucked by grasping 

capita.ists." The P.W.A. refused to "tamely and meekly 

submit to imposition, injustice and fraud ... and ... allow 

a soUJ.-less corporation ... to drive them to the wall." 28 

St=ike action was unavoidable, and the men walked off the 

·ob 31 December 1886. A one dollar per week levy was 

cc::ected from members of the P.W.A. on the mainland, and 

ge~erous contributions were made to the fund by the Cape 
29 3re~cn lodges as well. Four weeks passed without any 

sign of change. At this point, Acadia and Vale workers 

dec~ded that sympathetic strike action on their part would 

=e =ore effective than continued financial support, and the 

er.tire ~oldings of the Acadia Coal Co. were shut down. 

This was the first time the P.W.A. had taken on one 

c= t-~e huge, amalgamated companies. Over 1,000 men were 

er. strike. While this show of solidarity and strength 

o: ~1.!."tlbe=s made the P.W.A. appear powerful, the problems 

er.cc~~tered in maintaining such a strike betrayed the 

~ea~~esses of the organization. Two basic problems were 

==o~g~t to union's attention by the event. First of 
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a , the P.W.A. realized how feeble it was financially. 

Fees paid to the Association in the past were used simply 

to keep the society functioning. The Grand Secretary was 

paid a salary, delegates to the meetings of Grand Council 

received a per diem rate and the Trades Journal was pub-

lished. Little money remained from this to support 

families on strike. In the past, the call had gone out 

to the various lodges for financial support when the Grand 

Council sanctioned a strike. Even then difficulties were 

encountered, as the strike at Lingan showed. Now the 

P.W.A. had literally thousands of mouths to feed. Drummond 

declared that a regular strike fund had to be set up if 

the union planned to do battle with the amalgamated 

companies in the future. This realization brought the 

P.W.A. face to face with a second basic question, namely 

determining its strategy in light of the merger movement 

within the coal industry. Despite the P.W.A. motto which 

claimed "strength lies in unity", the creation of a mass 

based union able to withstand lengthy struggles with capital 

was not the ideal to which Drummond aspired. Instead the 

Grand Secretary pushed the P.W.A. toward government arbitra-

tion. In the case of the Acadia strike, both the company 

and local government were assailed by the union on 

~is issue of arbitration, and the P.W.A. even prepared a 

d . . . . 30 e egation to enter into negotiations. The government 

refused to interfere, however, and Manager Henry Poole had 
,.__ . .. 1.s own ideas about how the strike could be ended. Two 
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proposals were made by Poole to the strikers. One of these 

offers was extended to a number of men who were prominent 

in the union. He suggested the strike could be speedily 

ended if the men would sign a document reading: 

Know all men, by these present, that we, the 
undersigned, do, severally and jointly, agree 
in resuming work with and accepting work from 
the Acadia Coal Co., to accept and abide by 
and be amenable to all the existing rules, 
terms and regulations, rates and requirements 
and that frarly and without reservation 
whatsoever. 3 

The men naturally refused to relinquish the very rights they 

were on strike to secure, and no one signed the paper. 

Poole offered to decrease the reduc:tion which had set the 

strike off if the men would forfeit two weeks wages to 

make up for the company's loss. This also was refused. 

It appeared that the union would win the strike, 

when pressure was put on the Acadia Coal Co. by Graham 

Fraser of the New Glasgow Steel Works, to re-open the mines. 

The steel company depended on Acadia coal for its operation, 

and, with its supply cut off, was forced to shut down. 

Fraser had already pleaded unsuccessfully with Drummond to 

re-open one mine to supply the steel works, arguing that workers 

in .ew Glasgow should not suffer unemployment because the 

miners were on strike. Now Poole allowed Fraser to open 

or.e seam. The venture proved less than rewarding, much to 

L~e satisfaction of the union. 

The attempt of the Steel Works Co'y to run the 
.cBean sit with all manner of nondescripts and 
.ew Glasgow loafers, niggers and blacklegs - 32 
has ... proved an utter and expensive failure. 

A fiery debate ensued between Fraser and Poole over the 
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question of allocating responsibility for the debt incurred·, 

and bo~~ became even more anxious to see the strike ended. 

Cnfortunately, the union was not faring very well 

either. After 18 weeks without pay or adequate support 

from union, the men were ready to compromise. The 

detai_s of settlement are not totally clear, but when 

worK resumed 15 May 1888, 30 men were left behind. One 

of ~~ese miners, Robert Gray of Stellarton, explained 

that t~e 30 men were dismissed in retribution for their 

union activity and participation on the strike committee. 

Gray had been employed at Albion Mines for 19 years at the 

tie of the strike, but received no special consideration 

fro the company for his lengthy service. 33 According to 

a_l reports the strike ended in a compromise, satisfactory 

to both union and company, but in fact the P.W.A. was 

forced, for a second time, to forfeit the right of all its 

1 . h d. . . . 34 ~errbers to emp oyment wit out iscrimination. This con-

cession was significant because from the beginning the 

ur.:.on ::.ad stressed that, "the strike was no ordinary one", 

fer it .:r.vol ved much more than wages alone, "it involved 

=~tu=e existence of the P.W.A., in short it was a 

t=ia: of strength between the merger and the P. W .A." 35 By 

s~ccessfa_:y barring the 30 union activists, the company 

p=cved itse_f to be the stronger of the two. Robert 

:=-.:..-.::or.c =e:used to place much emphasis on this aspect of 

o~tco e, stressing instead that the strike was useful 

.:;: .:::st:.sac:.ng a movement toward government arbitration. 
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ater that year an arbitration bill was in fact introduced 

to, and passed by, the Nova Scotia Legislature. How 

effective the bill actually was, was seen in the events of 

the fourth and final major strike fought by the P.W.A. 

before 1898. 

This strike took place in Springhill in summer 1890. 

Grievances had been building up among the members of 

Pioneer Lodge for many years before this eight week struggle. 

As early as 1884 the miners were complaining about the 

C erland Railroad and Coal Company, which threatened that 

year to bring 400 men from northern France to Springhill to 
36 replace those men who refused to accept a 10% wage cut. 

he following year another reduction was forced on the 

·ners in light of the then current depression. The 

co pany promised to increase wages as soon as possible, and 

r ond encouraged the men to accept the reduction. 37 The 

con:pany's promise apparently was never kept, for in 1888 

Pioneer's delegates to the Grand Council complained once 

again that incomes were unbearably low. An average wage of 

only $10 was earned by the men that February. Reductions 

could not be fought by the lodge because British immigrants 

and other strangers kept arriving who, by reason of their 

own desperate circumstances, could afford no sympathy for 
38 the union and accepted whatever pay they could get. A 

special committee was struck to investigate the problem, 

but t~e following October, the same complaint was made to 

d · 1 39 Gran Counci . The delegates from Springhill blamed 
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=ederal government and its immigration policy for the 

c~s::::.a sit ation. A second committee was appointed to look 

i~to atter. That month, a letter appeared in the 

7:::-ades Journal calling on Pioneer Lodge to "Wake up ... and 

us have some justice". The author, who identified 

::i:::.se_f as "Old Zeek", complained that 

So e time ago, we were told that we could, at any 
tie have access to the company's books .•• [in 
reality], we are scarcely permitted to see whether 
or not our work is booked correctly; and if we sa6 anything about this we are told to go elsewhere. 4 

:c Zeek also complained that work had fallen off lately, 

a~d to make matters worse, non-union men were arriving on 

scene. Grievances continued to pile up, and when yet 

a.~o~~er wage reduction was announced in 1889, Pioneer Lodge 

cec:ared that the time had come to test the government's 

::e · Arbitration Act. Springhill was suffering from 

o ercrowding, good men were being forced to go elsewhere, 

a.~d ational Policy, with its immigration objective, 

~as t·rning into a disaster for the coal miners. 41 

Six months later, Pioneer's application for 

cop sory arbitration remained blocked by a technical 

objection on the part of the company's agent. Drummond 

..:rged patience, advising the men that the company 

t·ious_y was aware that an official decision would go 

aqai~st it or it would not be fighting arbitration so 

ictory was only a matter of time. The men, how-

e·e:::-, were prepared to apply a familiar Cape Breton motto 

-:c ~'1e situation, "By wisdom, wile or war! We will 
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atte pt to secure our rights by fair means ... when that 

fai~s ... there is but one expedient left - a strike, and 

with it what will. 1142 During summer 1890, the situation 

reached crisis proportions. The men demanded the 

cessation of the "billy fair play", the docking system 

which penalized them unfairly for including stone and 

broken coal in their boxes. They were forced to hoist 

the "slack", or broken coal, because it constituted a 

fire hazard, and could scarcely see to distinguish stone 

froc coal in the meagre light of the pit. The miners were 

not paid for the weight of either the stone or slack they 

sent up, but the company was able to sell and profit from 

the broken product. As in the past, nothing was done 

about these grievances. 

In June the men informed the Grand Secretary 

that t~ey intended to strike. Pioneer's membership had 

diminished considerably over the years because of the 

union's refusal to fight for the men's rights. 43 Now 

Dr ond realized he could procrastinate no longer; the 

survival of the P.W.A. was once again at stake. Pioneer 

asked for little aid from the Grand Council, but support 

from the surrounding community was overwhelming. The 

press was clearly on the side of the miners. The 

Halifax Herald called the actions of the Cumberland Coal 

anc. Railroad Co. "barefaced ... injustice", 44 and the 

Eastern Chronicle told its readers that "the case of the 

miners seems so clearly right and strong; their demands 



so reasonable that [they] obtained a very powerful 

s h "45 pat "y • Public pressure became so strong that 

Pre ·er W.S. Fielding and Edwin Gilpin of the Department 

of. ·nes became involved in negotiating a settlement 

which was considered acceptable to the miners. 46 The 

strike ended 28 August 1890. The arbitration bill on 
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w ich the union had staked so much had not been implemented, 

owever, and the men were left without any means of pro-

tecting what they had won. 

~~ese were the four major strikes fought by the 

P.W.A. under Robert Drummond. In each case, the decision 

to strike was made, not because the men were abused or 

exploited beyond endurance by the coal companies, but 

because the survival of the union was at stake. Only this 

timate threat could force Drummond to resort to such 

action. The Association executive never considered 

itself to have lost a strike completely, because it 

claimed victory even when wages were lowered and union 

leaders fired, so long as the P.W.A. continued to exist. 

:ever was a strike, whose issues were wages alone, 

supported by the Grand Council. At such times, "The Grand 

Secretary was wont to travel around to each scene of 

distJrbance and endeavor to smooth out the troubled 
47 waters", through peaceful negotiation. 

At one point in his Recollections, Drummond 

related the story of a chance meeting with company director 

Swan, many years after the Lingan strike. " ... had I known 
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as --J.c:: about you at the time I met you as I know now," 

Swa:: to_d Drummond, "there never would have been that long 

. 'k L' 1148 era m out stri eat ingan. The Grand Secretary con-

c~~ded that Swan had been misinformed as to the real aims 

of P. W .A. An analysis of the four strikes described 

abo·e s ggests the coal companies did, indeed, have less 

to fear from the P.W.A. than the Springhill strike of 1879 

or t..~at of Albion in 1880 may have led them to believe. 

:~e Grand Council clearly did not approve of this most 

?CWerf 1 weapon of the coal miners, and avoided it whenever 

possible. 
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-overnment Lobbying and Legislative Reform 

Occasional strikes and "calm negotiation" with 

~.a.~aqe=e~~ over labour - capital disputes were only a 

=...:.~c= pa=~ o: the P.W.A. 's program for improving the 

?CSi~:or. o= tl1e Nova Scotia miners. More typical of the 

:~~e o= action developed by the union in the 1880s was its 

a~p::ca~o~ =or incorporation to the Nova Scotia House of 

.r. 1882. The members of the House were not 

ar:.xici.:s ~o sa..~ction such an organization, and the bill 

~a~sec considerable debate. Finally it was decided it was 

= =e ?r .... dent to keep the P. W .A. an open society, subject 

~= :aws of the land, than to encourage the growth of 

a sec=et, and by implication, subversive society. The 
· 49 a??::ca~ion was therefore accepted. The decision to 

seek :~co::-poration was an unusual move for a Canadian 

:a.::ci.:r union at t~is time. To Grand Secretary Drummond, 

~c~ever, it represented just one more step toward making 

-::.e ?.~.A. and its members a fully integrated and 

=es?ec~ed pa=t of society. Drummond was interested in 

?:ac:~g P.W.A. in a favourable spotlight in the public 

eye, :or was there, and in the political arena, that he 

~C?ec ~o iave t~e greatest impact. 

?.W.A. exerted considerable energy during the 

:=::::-~c~c years lobbying for the extention of the franchise, 

=c•:e=-:-..:::e~-: a!"bi tra tion and various leg is la ti ve amendments 

:a·.-c·..:=ab:e ~o :niners. This effort had to be motivated 

:a=qe:y ~y ~te Association's leadership, because a 
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~adi~icnal ack of involvement in politics of any kind 

. mb h' 50 a_enc among its me ers ip. 

·e=Y :ew miners had the vote after Confederation 

=eca~se -~ey did not meet the stipulated property qualifi-

=a~~c~s. 1881 for example, only 200 of 1,271 mine 

·c::-:<e::-s i:i Pictou County were enfranchised - a mere 15 % • 51 

-~ Ca?e Breton, where most of the miners lived in company 

~o~s~~g, t..:e ratio was even lower. Writing in 1881, 

:r·'4"'o~d s ggested that fewer than 10% of all Nova Scotia's 

~~e::-s ~ad the right to vote. 52 Those who were enfranchised 

~e::-e ge~e::-ally the coal cutters, the most highly skilled 

a.::d best paid of the mine workers. These men considered 

~e:::se_ ·es to be independent tradesmen in partnership with 

-:.2:e :i:~e owners. As has been pointed out in the studies of 

:av~d Frank, 53 Allan Dawley and Paul Faler, 54 a tradition 

c: :oya:ism to the coal masters, or to the coal trade as a 

-~c:e, existed among miners in pre-industrial societies. 

=~~s: yalty was based, not only on the notion of partner-

s:.~? between coal master and coal miner, but on the 

=ea:~zat~on that the coal industry was a highly risky and 

cc~pe~~tive business. The miners were committed to foster-

~.e .ealt~ of the trade even if it meant accepting 

::-ec~c~io~s in their own wages. They aligned themselves 

~c:i~ica:_y with the coal masters in support of whatever 

=a.::c~ca~e or ?arty seemed most sympathetic to the welfare 

c: -:.::e coa: i~dustry. Any dissident was easily found out 

cea:c w~th at e_ection time as no secret ballot 
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existed before the 1870s. 

Robert Drummond wished to establish in the minds of 

~e workingmen their right to political independence and 

possibility and utility of taking political action. 

5e i~tended the P.W.A. to be an instrument by which the 

~::er could learn to use the political system to his own 

ad ·~"1tage by selecting candidates "who will work for their 

i::terests and advance their claims 11 • 55 Without the union 

to =orce politicians to be responsible to the mining 

co i:.nities there would be "no one to press for the 

passage of measures looking to the amelioration of the 

cor:cition of toilers. 1156 In his editorials Drummond cried 

o·t for justice, and declared that 

any system of representative government that 
oes not include •.. representation of the great 

wage earning class •.. is a mere farce .... We 
k~ow the cry will be raised that we are setting 
c_ass agains~class ••. but we reply that the 
worst kind of class representation is that which 
·e ave fnow], where every class but the labouring 

c_ass is so well represented .•. 
,the workingmen] have not a single representative 
o. t e floor of either house ..• 57 

~e de and for universal manhood suffrage was made by the 

? • • .A. as early as 1881, 58 but the debate intensified 

s:.arp_y in the mid-1880s when the Association decided to 

r·~ its own candidates in local elections. In an attempt 

to ~ave the property qualifications surrounding voting 

rig~ts altered, various petitions were sent to the 

federa_ and provincial governments. One of these went to 

?re,.,.,ier Fielding on 27 February 1885 "from the miners of 



West ille, praying for the extension of the franchise, 

and that the peculiar position of the coal mining 

co unities, [in which 80% of the miners rented company 

ouses should be taken into consideration. 1159 

Meanwhile, the Trades Journal carried editorials 

to gain the workers' support on the issue. 

T~e time has come when the workingmen of Nova 
Scotia ... must rally behind their forces and 
demand ... representation in our Legislatures. 
Too long have the interests of the working 
classes been overlooked ... trampled upon and 
treated with contempt ... by both political 
parties .... Our interests must be guarded well 
... by representatives of our own choosing .•. 
T]he ballot must be the means to secure our 

just desires, maintain our rights, put good 
en in power, and hurl tyrants from the posi-

tion they [disgrace]. Let us go forward, 
fearing no man. Let their be one aim -
advancement, 'Organize', AGITATE.60 
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The Trades Journal further asserted that every man 

and woman who paid taxes should have the right to vote in 

order to exert some influence over how their money was 

spent. In summer 1884, Fielding announced that he was not 

in favour of universal suffrage but was willing to extend 

the franchise somewhat. Meanwhile, John A. Macdonald 

introduced a bill on the federal level to extend the 

minion franchise. Until this time, the federal govern-

nt had used the provincial franchise legislation in 

determining its electorate. Regulations varied from 

province to province. In Nova Scotia, male citizens over 

2 years of age and having real estate valued at a 

·n~ um of $150 or having total property of $300, were 



permitted to vote. These select few constituted only 

5.2% of the population, indicating that a large nu~er 
61 of ad·lt males were excluded. Macdonald's supporters 
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:.i.rged him to broaden voting rights, "and all expected that 

t~e newly enfranchised would be so carried away by grati-

t de as to vote Conservative. 1162 The 1885 franchise bill 

erefore made special concessions for fishermen, allowing 

e to include the value of their vessels and other 

eq·ipment in accessing their total property. For the most 

part, however, the bill was not progressive but actually 

de income qualifications higher than those existing 

previously in all provinces except Quebec. 63 Almost 

othing had been done for the mining population. The 

P . . A. was disappointed by the limited nature of the bill, 

and it was decided that both the lodges and legislative 

co 'ttee of the Grand Council would continue to lobby 

for a further extension over the following year. 64 At the 

same time, Drummond urged the lodges to appoint committees 

to ensure that all members recently made eligible to vote 

.ad their names placed on the electoral roll, irrespec-

tive of political affiliation. In October 1887, a bill 

proposing complete manhood suffrage was drawn up by Pictou 

Liberal Jeffrey Mccoll, and presented to the provincial 

gover:ur~nt with the P.W.A.'s endorsement. 65 The following 

ear ?etitions were sent by the various lodges to Premier 

Fie"c.ing. In 1889, the government of Nova Scotia finally 

extended the franchise to a vast majority of working men: 



e ery rua.~ earning $250 yearly, or living in a company 

~c~se became eligible to vote. Robert Drummond assured 

?re ·er that the miners would "show their gratitude 

i~ a tangible manner when opportunity afforded. 1166 

A second motive guiding Drummond in his efforts 
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~o po iticize members of the P.W.A. was the legitimacy that 

po itical involvement might afford the union, and the 

sccia_ y elevating effect of projecting the miners as an 

·~terest group to be reckoned with at election time . 

... the man who has no vote •.. is without influence, 
is looked upon as a nonentity; and a society 
co posed of men having no influence politically 
is ightly esteemed. 
~& the workingmen are to have their proper place 
i~ society and be accorded their position in the 
-anagement and affairs of the nation, they must 
=irst demonstrate the political influence they 
are able to wield.67 

A standing committee was, therefore, created by 

Grand Council to deal exclusively with the promotion of 

:egis-ation advantageous to miners. The lodges were asked 

to ·~scuss possible areas for legislative reform and bring 

~~eir ideas to the Grand Council. They were advised that 

~ey ·ould be asked to circulate and sign petitions drawn 

,p by the standing committee which Drummond and other 

ccmmittee members would carry to Halifax. 

Only a few months after the organization of the 

?.··.A., the union began lobbying members of the provincial 

go·er~ ent =or amendments to the Mines Regulations legis-

:atio ... As early as May 1880, tbe Act was revised to 
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68 government inspection of mine ventilation systems. 

owing year, the Grand Council was successful in 

=or the examination and certification of under-

anagers and overrnen, and later challenged the 

exc:~sive hold of the mine managers on the board of 

exa..:-~ners. 69 Many complaints were lodged with the govern-

-e~~ over the inadequate inspection of the mines, and in 

two deputy inspectors, William Madden and Patrick 

~·ev:..::e, were appointed to assist Inspector Edwin Gilpin in 

=ai~:and .ova Scotia and Cape Breton. 70 Workers' committees 

a:so gained the right to inspect safety conditions in the 

-~~es and to file reports to the government. In addition 

~o any amendments regarding safety, regulations were 

?assed to guard the rights and status of the workers. In 

~e ::n.i.d-1880s, it became law that a mine worker had to 

se::-,;re a two year apprenticeship before becoming a coal 

c~~~er, thereby retaining some of the traditional control 

c= ~e miners over their trade. The miners also won the 

=ig~t to appoint their own checkweighmen to record their 

dai_y production, to select their own doctors, and to be 

?resent at coroner's inquests and to question witnesses. 

:..=portant breakthrough in the field of education for 

:::i.~ers came when schools of technical education were made 

avai:able, 

~o af=ord the mining class an opportunity of 
acq iring [the] fundamental principles [of 

trade]. At the present day every occupa-
~ion ... [needs] all the aid that the most 
advanced discoveries in science can afford .••. 
-~is is especially true of the miner.71 
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Ar:c~~er important means to self improvement through 

education was won when the minimum age for boys entering 

~es was set at 12 years and it became mandatory that 

~~ese young apprentices be able to pass a literacy exam. 

One of the most important legislative issues facing 

::L.~ing population during these years was government 

arbitration of disputes between labour and capital. The 

sett:e et of strikes by this means was one of the funda-

r.ta_ aims of the P.W.A., and arbitration was continually 

proposed to the companies by the lodge committees when 

workplace disputes arose. Few managers were anxious to 

a_:ow government representatives to interfere with private 

e~terprise, however, and no real progress was made. After 

~~ci obbying by the P.W.A., the Liberal government of 

.·ova Scotia agreed to take on the issue. In autumn 18 8 7, 

t.~e first measure of the kind .•. ever introduced into 

a:.~y parliament 11 72 was placed before the Nova Scotia House 

c: .ssembly. Although the bill was readily passed through 

t.~e representative legislature, it was blocked in the 

1.1pper house due to the "influence of capitalists and mine 

c~ers. 073 Apparently an unguarded statement in the 

~rades Journal had led the mine owners to fear that govern-

::ier.t arbitrators might not treat them as well as they 

wo.:._d ike. 11 Wi th a liberal government in power who owe 

::ot.:~i g to the managers 11 , read the article, "arbitrators 

·i:.: ot be selected who have leanings toward capital". 7 4 

~es~ite this opposition, the bill was not dropped, but 



istrib ted by the government for comment and criticism. 

-n _888, compulsory arbitration was made law. Drummond 
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_ri pr.a~tly announced that the workingmen's " ... influence, 

itica:_y and socially, is extending as surely as the 

in::~ence o! those formerly all powerful is changing 
..,_ 

a ~e " . ' j The miners, too, were pleased with the new legis-

aticn, as evidence given to the Royal Commission of 1889 

. t."le Re-a tions of Labor and Capital shows. Miners 

.!a rice Johnston and Neil A. Nickerson, for example, both 

f Ste._arton, stated that they thought the bill was a good 

e. R.H. Brown, manager of the Sydney Coal Mines in Cape 

Breton, on the other hand, was clearly opposed to the 
. . 76 eg s ation. 

·nfortunately, the bill's utility in negotiating 

sett:e!Ilents proved to be severely limited, as the situation 

in Spri:1ghill in 1890 made clear, for "the managers 

repeated_y evaded it." 77 Writing in 1925, Eugene Forsey 

asserted t."la t the arbitration bill was, "a law which the 

oc.ern ~abou::- :,1ovement regards as little less than a 

d , A 78 scar. a... . Perhaps the greatest effect the bill had was 

to ·ighten the relationship between the Liberal government 

a .. d -;.'-le ? • fl .A.. The opposition p·ress in Halifax referred 

to :e~is:ation as Fielding's "capture of the Grand 
9 Sec::-e-:a::-y " . 

~he val~e o= all legislation effected by the P.W.A. 

c.-.:=i.nc :)r"-!.Tl!lOnd' s time similarly comes into question. "In 

: B9E , t:.e Gra:ld Secretary declared that the miners of 
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:c a Scotia were .:n advance of those of any English-

s~ea<.:~g cou."1try wit.~ regard to legislation," 8 O but it is 

~et clear from the long list of reforms promoted by P.W.A. 

_ cb.i~g t.~at the Association was entirely successful in 

is area. 81 While some progressive changes clearly were 

de, inc-uding the introduction of schools of technical 

~str-~ction for miners and government aid to relief 

societiesr it appears that other legislative measures 

se-dc moved beyond the statute books onto the coal fields. 

proved ventilation was certainly to be applauded, yet 

gas exp.osions continued to occur throughout the 1890s, 

L~c-~dir.g one at Springhill in 1891, which killed 121 men 

ar.d boys. 82 Increased inspections of collieries was also 

effected, but as late as 1894, Caledonia and Old Bridgeport 

· .. es had to wait up to two years to have their coal 

sca.es checked officially and in 1897, the Grand Council 

as sti_l working on the problem. 83 Increased safety 

:~spec~ior.s were obviously less effective than they might 

have beer., fo= rat.~er than decreasing, the number of deaths 

and maim.i~gs in the mines actually increased through the 

s to t~e 1890s. Perhaps the government, with its 

_e~ien~ attit de toward the companies, was somewhat 

res~c~si~:e for this situation, as the following statement 

:re_ ':..~e :984 Depa=~~ent of Mines Report inadvertently 

... as a :arge percentage of t.~e preceding accidents 

.22 fa~a_i~ies in 1883] were due to breakage of 
=~=~i~e:-y, iron, etc., it would be well for colliery 



.ar.agers to consider if the unusual activity of 
coal trade over the past few years has not 

led to a more rapid wear and deterioration 
t-~an was formerly the case.84 
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As :or me. who were killed or injured catching rides on 

ra~es a~d back balances at the end of the day's work, 

i~stead of trudging several miles to the surface on foot, 

r.c ?ressure was exerted on the companies to provide the 

sa:e transportation the men continually solicited. 

:~stead, the inspector commented rather detachedly, "It 

is strange how men will try to steal a ride to save 

";.1:en.selves a safer, if more tedious, journey on foot. 1185 

Another issue never satisfactorily dealt with 

cor.cer~ed the unjust docking of broken coal, or slack. The 

r. were given the right to elect and pay their own check-

eig: an, but his power remained limited and the problem 

persisted throughout the 1890s. Fortnightly payments, 

~~c~g: o:ficially promised to the men, were made only 

sporad~ca_ly by the companies. As for government arbitra-

tior., it is clear that the law never worked, despite 

~r..:::r .d's claim, that prior to the passage of the bill, 

:abor was not recognized as a party of equal privileges 

·i~~ capital. But now the workingrnen's case is recognized 

as worthy o: hearing". It is also important to realize 

t::at tany o: the grievances of the miners never reached 

~ouse o: Assembly, just as many disputes at the work-

p:ace r.ever received strike sanction by the Grand Council. 

:r. ~is analysis of the evidence given to the Royal 



1889, Eugene Forsey differentiated between 

demands of the P.W.A. 11 which included a 

=~::~:::-.:=. age o= 12 years for miners, an apprenticeship 

s· s~e= a..~= schoo_s of mining, and those of the rank and 

sccie~es, 

stressed fortnightly payments, benefit 

and the abolition of company stores. 86 Many 
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=c~=~~c~s s ==ered by the miners were never altered. No 

e=.;::.cye:- :.iabili ty, in case of accidents, or life 

i::s~:-a::ce po_icies were created. 87 Illegal fines con-

. _, ' h d d t th f d · k · 88 t.~~~ec oe an e ou to e men or rin ing, and 

-~~e:-s :-esj:)Onsible for unavoidable damage to company 

eq~~;:r:.e~~ were fined at over double the real cost of the 
39 ~cward the end of the century, coal cutting 

- c::i~es began to compete with human labour power, but the 

·- .. r---... -- ... . . th. h k h. 1 · mb 9o c~c ~o ing to c ec t is assau ton its me ers. 

P.W.A. between 1879-1898 also failed to reduce 

<::.e :.e~g~~ o= the work day. Boys under 18 years of age in 

ebec were limited to an eight hour day, or 

a~= ~ell.:- weex by 1903. In British Columbia the Metalli-

:e:-c~s ~~es Act prohibited labour in excess of eight 

::c ·..:...:-s ;:e:- day regardless of age and in 1904 this 

. . . d d t . 1 d 1 · 91 _e~~s_a~~o~ was exten e o inc u e coa miners. In 

-:.::e :::i~ec States the eight hour day was achieved in 1898. 92 

::: :c ·a Sc t.ia, however, it was not until 1919, after the 

~. ··.;... ::ac. c.isso ved, that workers won this right. 9 3 

J!"~~7.::-i.o .. d tr .:.ea -=o avoid dealing with this issue, no 

==·.:.::~ beca~se ~t was such a difficult one. Perhaps he 
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feared ce=eat. In April 1890 he suggested that the possi-

i ity of going a=ter shorter hours of work would have to 
< 

be considered carefully and the men's attitude "assessed" 

re a~y action was taken on the matter. 94 Yet 

e ·der.ce given to the Royal Commission on Labor- made the 

·r.ers' position on the subject clear long before, as did 

arious articles that appeared in the Trades Journal over 

tl e previous decade. 

In 1880, for instance, an editorial in the Trades 

urnal suggested that, by reducing the workday to eight 

ours from t~e current ten, room would be made for 20% 

re workers. The subsequent increase in the cost of 

pr ctivity would be neutralized by a rising market 

e d. The eight hour day was "the means to employ every 

· e strious miner, abolish strikes, allow intelligence to 

tl rive, burn the black list." 9 5 The topic reappeared 

frequently throughout the following decade, but the eight 

our day was not won. At the October 1890 meeting of 

rar.d Cot:.ncil,~eal H. Nickerson from Fidelity Lodge in 

Ste .arton addressed the problem: 

rt has been admitted by work~~n all over the world 
that it is high time the hours of labor were 
reduced. We, in Nova Scotia should not be behind =-~ agitating =or an eight hour law ..•. Miners 
te~~g or. contract are inclined to overwork them-
se!ves ... t..~e long hours undermines their health ... 
:ni~ers wcr~ severely, scarcely taking time for 
:nea:s. ~hey are deprived of light, and frequently 
o= air ... wacres are s0 small that men cannot 
a::crc. ·o taxe an occasional "off" day, and 
';_~ere:cre a shorter day is desirable.96 

3rc-:..:..:er : . ~!c ona~d agreed, "With some, 11 he said, 11 it is 



:re '.:::ec. to work, from work to bed. 1197 "Men should have 

t.::.::e for i:nproverr.ent and recreation too," continued 

?.: .eer Brct..-:.:.er John Fletcher. "We should apply for' a 
98 er.fortunately for the miners, such a law was 

another 29 years in corning. 
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Perhaps the greatest single problem not solved or 

e en seriously tackled by the P.W.A. during Drummond's 

eadership was that of low wages. In September 1897, the 

io was still calling for a minimum daily wage of one 

do ar. Overcrowding in the mines proved to be the great-

est source of starvation wages during the 1890s, but the 

ion was unable to have the number of men hired restricted 

o a.~ efficient figure. Little sympathy was forthcoming 

fro t..~e leader of the P.W.A. on this issue. His attitude 

as made clear in a statement made in 1884. Drummond urged 

_.e men to .!.i ve "frugally and economically," because "the 

ft.ture out ... cok :or labour does not warrant the throwing 

away of wages on that which tends to poverty and rags". 

Cespite t.~e fact that hours had not been reduced and pro-

d·ctivity was well up over the past few years, the men's 

pay ~ad ~ot even Kept up with the increased cost of living. 

_ .• roughcut the 1880s and 1890s, the familiar slogan, 

E.::.q~t ~ou-s work, Eight hours play, 
E.::.sht ~ou=s sleep, two-fifty a day199 

ccr.t.::.~~ec. tc be heard throughout the coal districts, despite 

a_ :r~-:r~nd's legislation. 



art Three: Electoral Politics 

The third and final element in the P. W .A.' s 

cal!lpaign to improve the position of the miners involved 

ing Association's members, from the relatively 

5 e task of lobbying government members for legisla-

i e reforms, to direct participation in electoral 
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itics. Perhaps the earliest realization that the union 

d have to exert its political power came in 1880, when 

e Association first applied to the provincial Conser-

ative government of Hon. Simon Holmes for certain 

egislative reforms. A number of minor concessions were 

granted, but the government refused to allow miners to sit 

o the official Board of Examiners, which issued safety 

certificates following the inspection and approval of 

es. Only managerial personnel were permitted on the 

oard. When this crucial right was refused, Drummond 

co nted that the action displayed the government's 

• orough contempt ... for the miners ... which possibly 

ey will have cause to regret". He warned Holmes that 

•t!e miners are a power politically, if they would only 

rea ize it, and show a proper determination at election 
,.100 

June 1881 saw the first direct involvement in 

litics on the part of the P.W.A., when dual by-elections 

were held in the federal ridings of Colchester and Pictou 

counties. The Trades Journal came out strongly in favour 
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of Pictou's Conservative candidate John MacDougall. This 

s pport was clearly an endorsement of the National Policy 

of the federal Tories. With the help of the miners' vote 

.!.ac ougall outpolled his Liberal opponent, J.W. Carmicheal, 

by over 200 votes. 101 

The following December, members of the P.W.A. took 

t!eir first independent steps toward political action, 

en Cameron Lodge of Westville formed its Workingman's 

Po itical Club. The members, 20 of whom were enfranchised, 

p edged to vote only for those candidates who promised to 

take up the cause of the workingmen. By the time of the 

ext provincial election in early 1882 the club had almost 

8 votes and agitated for the placement of a workingrnan's 

ca.didate on the Conservative ticket for the provincial 

House of Assembly. The group was not successful in this 

campaign. Although three Conservative members were elected 

from Pictou, Robert Hockin, C.H. Monro and Adam Bell, none 

was a labour candidate. The election was won with 24 of 

38 seats by the Liberal Party under the leadership of 

. d W S F' ld' l0 2 W. • Pipes an . . 1.e ing. 

Drummond continued to stress the value of working-

n's candidates after this defeat, but he also suggested 

to Premier Pipes that the Liberals might benefit from P.W.A. 

support, if the miners found themselves being dealt with 

in a just manner by the new government. 

In provincial politics ... it is an impossibility 
to say where liberalism or conservativism begins 
or ends .... 
I~ selecting for the House of Assembly let [ the 
workingmen] cast polities to the win.o, and 
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select en who will work for their interests. 103 

f t~e P.W.A. was not treated well by the Liberals, however 

~e government would be opposed by the union and all the 

ners it could influence. 

A federal election 20 June 1882 saw the P.W.A. 

back cry candidates William MacDonald and William 

.acKenzie MacLeod, to help to defeat a third Tory, Murray 

d, who was an attorney for the coal companies. 

~c nald and Dodd won the two seats with 1297 and 1237 

otes respectively. MacLeod came in third with 1124 

a ots and Liberals N.L. McKay and H.F. McDougall trailed 

be.ind with 1013 and 934 votes each. 104 

In ovember 1882 an active member of the P.W.A. 

contested an election for a public office for the first 

ti , when mine worker Walter Young opposed mine manager 

. ·tchell in the Lingan, Cape Breton municipal election. 

t..~ough Young polled only 30 votes, 105 the election 

represented a significant breakthrough in Nova Scotia 

abo,r history, for the struggle between labour and capital 

·as, for the first time, fully fought out in the province's 

po~itical arena. Because the miners' federal vote was 

effectively tied up in support of the National Policy of 

t..~e Cor.servative party, Drummond concentrated the 

~~scciation's efforts in the provincial sphere. Having 

achieved a number of amendments to the Mines Act from the 

pro incial Liberals between 1882-1884, the union supported 

t..~at party's return to power in August 1884. W.S. Fielding 
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s-:.:cceec.ec. Pipes as premier of Nova Scotia. The Trades 

:c~=::a: discussed the election results: 

we are more than pleased at the results of J:ast 
weeic's e:ection in Halifax. Considering ... that the 
?.W.A .... received but a faint show of justice at 

~ar.ds of the last government, we determined on 
accession of the present government to power, 

~o =e::der it an independent support, and ... we 
i::ter.d to do so until its actions disappoint our 
con:idence. 

For t.11is partial heresy we have a suspicion that 
so=e ... would like to read us utterly out of the 
cor.servative ranks, but ... it is more a matter of 
pr:r.ciple t.~an of party; we have no intention of 
~aking the hint. 106 

.~e ~i~t, apparently, was a suggestion that the P.W.A. pro-

c:ai~ itsel: Liberal or Conservative, but not try to support 

c::e ?a=~Y provincially and another nationally. Drummond 

ass;.:=ed his readers that provincial support of the Liberal 

gc·e~ent would, in no way, alter the Association's 

:oya:~y to t.~e federal Conservatives or their tariff 

?C:icy. =e maintained that local elections must be fought 

er. :oca: iss es and be kept totally independent of 

:c::..:.:: :.o . 
I~ _886 the P.W.A. became involved in electoral 

ac-:.:.·•:.~y to a far more intense degree than at any time 

~rev:.ously. At the October 1885 meeting of Grand Council, 

:=~-=::c::c ?repared the delegates to take the plunge by 

··a_-::i::c; :..:"le.111 t.11at anyone not recognizing the great 

:.=.?c=~a.~ce and legitimacy of political action by the P.W.A.: 

... does not fully comprehend the situation, is 
~e._~i~d times, and ignores or is truly ignorant 



of the surest method of securing those benefits 
and privileges which ... our Association •.• aims 
to attain.108 
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he P.W.A. was not about to "form a workingrnen's party, as 

opposed to the parties already existing 11 , 109 but did intend 

to elect its own labour candidates to represent the mining 

population in the House of Assembly. Two members were 

nominated by the union to contest the 16 June 1886 pro-

vincial election. James B. Wilson, of Pioneer Lodge, ran 

as an independent labour candidate in Cumberland county. 

He ran as a fifth candidate in a traditionally Tory riding, 

so stood little chance of actually being elected. It was 

considered important, however, that labour at least put in 

an appearance, and Pioneer Lodge contributed half of its 

memberships dues for three months to finance the campaign. 

Robert Drununond was nominated in Pictou, and was approached 

by both Liberal and Conservative parties to run on their 

tickets. Because the Liberals allowed him independent 

status, Drummond accepted that party's offer, despite the 

fact that the majority of those nominating him in Pictou 

were Tories. 110 Drummond ran as a third Liberal candidate 

along with Jeffrey Mccoll and J.D. McLeod, against Tories 

Robert Hockin, Dr. Monro and Adam Bell. Both Wilson and 

Drummond lost, but the Fielding government was re-elected 

with 29 of the 38 seats. Wilson fared worse than expected, 

collecting only 341 ballots compared to Thomas R. Black, 

who won the seat with 2083 votes. Although Drummond was 

also defeated he attained a more credible showing of 2,498 
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tes, a::d t..~e county sent a Liberal member, Jeffrey Mccoll, 

to Ea:i=ax :or the first time in 19 years. 111 Rightly or 

wrong~y, DrUl!'.Inond credited P.W.A. support with this upset, 

ich ~e i::terpreted as a victory for labour. The miners' 

ote, r.evert!leless, had shown itself to be traditionally 

a gned rather than solidly behind P.W.A. candidates. As 

a res lt the politically active miners emerged from this 

e ection not only :earful of running labour candidates 

again, but a_so questioning the value of future political 

in olvenent of any kind. 

At the October 1886 meeting of Grand Council, these 

doul::ts were raised and members challenged the authority of 

-..?-e Gra::d Secretary and the political path down which he 

as _eading the Association. Drummond countered this 

attack wi":.h a critique of the miners themselves. He argued 

b:tterly that the problem was not one of mis-guided effort 

-·t t..~at irrational party affiliations had caused labour's 

= c= s~owi~g in the last election . 

... the defeat of the candidates has shown ... that 
wcrking:nen in Nova Scotia ... have not been able 
to ~::-ow off the shackles of party. 
"T ~e defeat [can] be charged .•. to the apathy 
ar.d indifference, if not open hostility of the 
workingmen themselves.112 

Af~er =~~~er discussion of the issue, in which Grand Master 

•. :cl:::sto .. urged the men to " ... continue to agitate ... [and] 

bre;:i":< a..,.ay from the thrall of parties", a vote was taken to 

cc:::i=z t..~e ~ernberships unanimous support for the Grand 

Se~=eta=:,. ~ru.TTIInond was re-elected to his post for 
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ot! er year. 

The P.W.A.'s next opportunity for political involve-

t ca.ce when Conservative party leader, Adam Bell, 

resigned his seat in the Provincial Assembly to contest the 

P"ctou county federal riding in the 22 February 1887 

e ection. Because two Conservative candidates already 

panned to run for the two positions, Bell ran as an 

dependent Tory in support of labour. Bell campaigned in 

Trades Journal, proclaiming his support of working men 

and promising to demand government promotion of the coal 

· d stry. He called for universal suffrage, as well as for 

ane ployees' liability act, which would provide compensa-

io to workmen for injuries on the job not resulting from 

personal negligence. Bell drew a significant 2,708 votes, 

t ost to Charles H. Tupper and John McDougall, who polled 

3,433 and 3,384 votes respectively. Bell did manage to 

tpo 1 Liberal candidate John Yorston by 114 votes, 

a though that did not win him a seat. 113 

In the meantime, Robert Drummond prepared to run for 

Bel 's vacated seat in the Assembly. His platform included 

e call for "legislation for the many, not the few", and 

the repeal of "all laws retarding the development of .•. the 

pro ince's great source of wealth [coal] mining" 114 A 

ier. law to protect workers' wages and government arbitra-

t·or. of labour - capital disputes were also included in 

Grand Secretary's platform. Drummond never did contest 

t~e election, however, for his attention was drawn to the 
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ccr:::-e11t strL'<.e in Westville. No candidate was elected by 

tre ? • ··.A. that year, but Bell and Drummond had achieved 

a asure of success through their campaigns by bringing 

?ublic attention to the problems facing the mining 

A county election in Cape Breton in November 1888 

saw an active member of the P.W.A. elected to a public 

office for the first time when Robert Anderson of Banner 

dge, Cow Bay won a seat in the local council by a 15 vote 

margin. The Grand Secretary jubilantly called upon the 

;r.ers to "Let this victory inspire [them] with confidence, 

and :::-e:1ewed alertness and activity. 11115 

At the next meeting of Grand Council the following 

Apri , a renewed vigor was indeed evident among the 

de:egates. Grand Master A.D. Fergusson proposed the forma-

~ior. of a Workingman's Electo:qil Association by the miners, 

t.::e object of which was to educate workingmen in ... the 

. h . f . t k . 1 . . 1 II 116 rig t ine o action to a e ... in po itica matters. 

As a result such a group formed in Cumberland county the 

f :_owing summer. At the next session of Grand Council that 

ctober, t.~e upcoming provincial election was discussed 

eagerly. It was agreed that the lodges within the juris-

dicti ns of each of the three sub-councils should nominate 

a ca.::didate to contest the 21 May 1890 election on behalf 

c: :abo r. In Pictou, Robert Drummond was selected, and ran 

as a ~iberal with P.W.A. support. In Cumberland the 

.~sociatio was unable to find its own candidate, so backed 
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t.~e ~NC i~c~i\bent Liberals, R.L. Black and T.R. Black. In 

ape Bre~on, An<;us J. McDonald, a Liberal supporter from 

S dney, was nominated. This action caused some dis~ension. 

t~e P.W.A., for Angus McDonald was not only not a 

~~er, but had been the Cape Breton county warden who, in 

2, had called the troops into Lingan to suppress the 

ners. Drummond argued defensively that McDonald's "action 

calling out the militia [had] nothing in the world to do 

· '"' · · 1 1 ' ' "ll 7 d 11 ' d w_t.... prov1nc1a po 1t1cs, an eventua y Equity Loge 

agreed to endorse the man as a labour candidate. A second 

i.bera_ candidate, Joseph McPherson, was also nominated in 

Cape Breton by the P.W.A. Unfortunately, when the final 

co·nt was in, it was found that most of the mining population 

had voted Conservative despite the fact that Fielding had 

ca~aigned personally in Pictou on Drummond's behalf. The 

c. y s~ccess:ul labour candidate, ironically enough, was 

4;.!:e controversial Angus McDonald. Meanwhile the Liberal 

gcver:-.ment under W .S. Fielding was re-elected wi~'-1 28 or 38 
.. :1a sea_s. 

Al~~ough a continued interest in political activity 

was stew~ i~ the meetings of Grand Council during the 1890s, 

e~! _itt_e work actually was done. Plans to run candidates 

i~ :.::e ~rov:~cial election of 1897 were initiated, but were 

i~terr~pted abruptly by the invasion into P.W.A. territory 

=- -:..~e :Z~ights of Labor, an event which is discussed in a 
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Concl•Jsions 

The three tactics employed by the P.W.A. between 

8 9 - 1898 to improve the social and economic position of 

the .ova Scotia miners - strikes, government lobbying and 

participation in electoral politics - all served, to some 

degree, to achieve this goal. A number of important 

reforms were won, but generally the union's efforts were 

only moderately successful. 

The P.W.A. supported only four major strikes during 

these years, and was forced to make major concessions to 

settle even these. Union recognition was considered by 

Grand Council to be the most important aspect of strike 

negotiations. So long as this was achieved, and the union 

survived, the original strike grievances took on only a 

secondary importance. The Grand Council refused to permit 

many other strikes, which the lodges were anxious to fight, 

cautioning the men to be patient and to "live frugally" 

instead. Low wages, long hours and many other workplace 

abuses went uncontested as a result. As grievances among 

the miners accumulated, strikes often occurred that were 

not sanctioned officially by the P.W.A. Although Drummond 

could threaten to revoke a lodge's charter for calling 

illegal strikes he could not put a stop to this kind of 

independent action. More than once delegates to the Grand 

Council had to re-affirm their support for the Grand 

Secretary when dissention erupted over such issues. 

This rebelliousness among the lodges reflected the 
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desperation of the miners, and the weakness of the P.W.A., 

ich developed with the advance of industrial capitalism. 

Mergers and the concentration of external control in the 

coa industry made the companies extremely difficult to 

dea with. Rather than respond to this situation by 

b ilding a large and powerful industrial union, the Grand 

Secretary turned to the government for assistance. This 

appened despite the fact that the original intentions 

of the Association were quite different in 1880,when the 

organization officially expanded to include all categories 

of workers. At that time an industrial union was envisioned 

by the miners which would be able to deal with the amalga-

mated companies. The leadership of the P.W.A. reversed 

L~is strategy as it became entangled in strike situations, 

insisting that mandatory arbitration, with representation 

fro workers, employers and government, was the way of the 

f ture. This reasoning denied the identity of interests 

between government and capitalist enterprize, and failed 

to deal with the fact that the amalgamated companies, 

like earlier local leasees, had little interest in the 

problems of the miners. From their offices in Boston, 

Montreal and London the company directors manipulated the 

pro ince's coal industry to produce the highest profits 

possible, without regard for the people or economic 

l f S . 119 de·e opment o Nova cotia. 

Had negotiation and arbitration been effective 

weapons under these conditions, Drummond might have seen 
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irt ally every coal miner in Nova Scotia flock into the 

P .. A. Instead, the Association achieved only minor 

v ·ctories and because of this had to struggle continuously 

to keep its membership up. The Grand Secretary neverthe-

ess continued to direct the union's energies along the 

socially acceptable path of political lobbying and 

egislative reform. So long as the miners were linked 

within the P.W.A. they constituted a sizable interest 

gro p which politicians could not afford to ignore. As a 

res lt the Association was very successful in securing 

protective legislation,Lbut unfortunately many of these 

reforms never moved beyond the statute books onto the coal 

fields It became obvious that some other means of exert-

ing the miners' influence was needed. Throughout the 1880s 

e P.W.A. became convinced that the solution to these 

problems was to be found in the power of the ballot. During 

this decade the union fought successfully to have the 

e ectoral act amended to enfranchise many more miners, 

did a great deal of educational work to familiarize its 

me ers with political issues, and ran workingmen's candi-

dates in a number of elections. 

Despite the potential political power of the miners 

the P.W.A. met with little success in the electoral arena 

during the Drummond era. Neither the educational work done 

by the union's "Workingrnan's Political Clubs" nor the 

extention of the franchise significantly altered voting 

patterns in the mining districts. Only once, in the 1888 
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~icipal election in Cape Breton, was a member of the 

P. ·.A. elected to public office. Otherwise, labour candi-

dates independent of traditional party affiliations were 

able to rally working class support. 

The defeat of labour candidates at the polls led 

e P.W.A. to support established politicians who promised 

to take up the cause of the miners. Federally the P. W .A. sup -

rted the Tories and their National Policy. Provincially the 

ion began by supporting the Tories, but switched their 

a egiance to the Liberals, once that party achieved power 

and displayed a willingness to enact reform legislation on 

behalf of the miners. The feasibility of this strategy 

depended on the P.W.A. having "good friends in high 

paces." Drummond was well aware of this. Evidence from 

as early as 1884 shows the Grand Secretary courting the 

Liberal party's friendship on behalf of the P.W.A. A 

etter of 11 September 1884 from Fielding to Drummond 

declined, with thanks, an invitation to lecture from the 

Fidelity Co-operative Company, no doubt a project of_ 

Fidelity Lodge. 120 A closer relationship developed over 

the following two years, for in 1886, Fielding passed 

rummond's suggestions for appointments to the Legislative 

Council along to Pictou Liberal C .o. McDonald .121 The 

fo lowing May, Drummond, along with 34 other Liberal 

s pporters across the province, was sent notice of an 

. 1 . th . . ld b d 122 pconu.ng e ection so at nominations cou e ma e. In 

89 t~e link was formalized, and Drummond was rewarded 
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for his contributions to the Liberal party, when Fielding 

ap inted the Grand Secretary to the Legislative Council 

of .~ova Scotia. Other tokens of appreciation also came 

nd's way, as in 1892, when Fielding assisted Drummond 

obtaining an iron and copper lease in Cape Breton. 123 

a letter written shortly after this transaction occurred, 

expressed his great faith in the Liberal govern-

t and suggested to Fielding that his opinion of the 

pre er was so high as to consider him virtually 

i fallible. 124 

The Grand Secretary obviously had good reason to 

express such a positive attitude toward the premier and 

is government, but it is not clear that the miners felt 
' 

a similar gratitude. Although the P.W.A. may have gained 

prestige from its Grand Secretary's governmental appoint-

t, the miners were no better off than before. They won 

a great deal of reform legislation in return for their 

s pport of the Liberal party, but remained without their own 

representative in the Assembly to ensure that this legis-

ation was enforced. The tremendous amount of time and 

effort put into political activity by the union throughout 

e 1880s taught its members a great deal about electoral 

litics but failed to bring about many real changes in 

e workplace conditions of the miners. The confidence in 

e ectoral politics expressed by the executive of the 

P. ·.A. was so strong, however, that the Minutes of the 

Grand Council of October 1889 asserted that the ballot 
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was like a "badge of Citizenship". Thanks to the P.W.A., 

e Minutes read, 99% of Nova Scotia's miners had the right 

to vote, while a decade before only one miner in nine held 

is honour. With this new power, Drummond concluded, it 

as the men's own fault if problems such as unfair docking, 

excessive charges for powder and blacklisting were not 

i vestigated and remedied! 

Placing the onus of their problems on the miners' 

own shoulders in this manner and denying the reality of the 

obstacles they faced can only be seen as an evasion of 

responsibility on the part of the Grand Secretary. Whether 

nd's attitude showed evidence of sheer blindness, 

reflected anxiety over the poor results of his strategy 

for i proving the position of the miners, or betrayed a 

oss of the grass-roots understanding of the miners' 

problems that he seemed to possess in 1879, will be 

discussed in the following chapter. Whether the miners 

basically were satisfied with Drummond's conservative 

program, or would have preferred to take stronger measures 

to defend their rights, is also the subject of the 

fo lowing pages. 
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Chapter IV 

Rebels or Loyalists? The Ideology of the P.W.A. 

and the Beginnings of Class Consciousness 

Among the Nova Scotia Miners 

The ideology that characterized the P.W.A. cannot be 

classified as either "loyalist" 9r "rebel" in the manner 

outlined in Alan Dawley's and Paul Faler's study of 

"Working - Class Culture and Politics in the Industrial 

Revolution. 111 The union displayed neither the acceptance 

of an "overriding mutuality of interests between labor and 

capital" nor an "overriding antagonism" between the two. 2 

This is evident from the Association's advocacy of union 

organization and strikes simultaneous with its support for 

the traditional political parties. This combination of 

seemingly conflicting attitudes was evident in the events 

surrounding the formation of the P.W.A. 

When the miners of Springhill first united in strike 

action against the coal operators in September 1879, a great 

deal more was at stake than simply the threatened wage 

reduction. Had that alone been the issue the men would have 

been satisfied when the cutback was revoked and returned to 

their jobs. Instead, they demanded that the reduction of 

January 1879 also be withdrawn. Then, basking in the power 
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unity bestowed upon them and determined to maintain their 

position of strength, the men pledged to band together to 

protect their rights and formed the Provincial Miners' 

Association. This chapter explores the philosophy permeat-

ing this important development and how the ideology of the 

P.W.A. evolved between 1879 - 1898. The formation and 

activities of the Association described here reflect the 

emergence of trade union consciousness among the miners of 

Nova Scotia, the tentative beginnings of industrial 

unionism and a greater degree of class awareness during 

these years. 

Recently historians have begun to investigate the 

"making" of the Canadian working class, the theme Edward 

Thompson applied so creatively to his studies of industrial 

England. 

Making, because it is a study in an active 
process .... The working class did not rise like 
the sun at an appointed time. It was present 
at its own making ••. 
class happens when some men, as a result of 
common experiences (inherited or shared), 
feel and articulate the identity of their 
interests as between themselves, and as 
against other men whose interests are differ-
ent from (and usually opposed to) theirs. 
The class experience is largely determined 
by the productive relations into which men 
are born - or enter involuntarily. 3 

Steven Langdon in "The Emergence of the Canadian Working 

Class movement, 1845 - 1875 11 , 4 has traced this development 

in central Canada. Langdon examined the advance of 

industrial capitalism during this period and the resulting 
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"growth of organizational cohesion and of class conscious-

ness among central Canadian working people." 5 While 

important differences did exist between the economies of 

central and eastern Canada, Langdon's work on the early 

stages of industrialization provides a helpful example for 

the study of similar developments in Nova Scotia. 

One important feature of industrial capitalism was 

the emergence of a self-regulating, impersonal labour 

market characterized by the breakdown of older, personal, 

paternalistic employment ties. 6 With industrialization the 

employer no longer felt any obligation to support his 

employees during times of cyclical depression and simply 

dismissed excess workers when convenient. The social cost 

of the capitalist trade cycle was no longer shared by 

employer and employee alike, but borne primarily by the 

workers. In their study Dawley and Faler summarized the 

effects of the advance of industrial capitalism on working 

people in Lynn, Massachusetts. 7 

The economic changes of the industrial revolution 
intensified competition among wage earners, cheapened 
their skills, undercut their security, attacked their 
standard of living, increased their dependency, and 
lowered their social position.a 

The result of these conditions in the United States in the 

1820s and 1830s was widespread class conflict and collective 

action on the part of the workers that permitted the forma-

tion of working class institutions. The earlier work of 

Karl Polanyi, the object of which was to "bring out ... 

the social implications of a particular economic system, 



the market economy that grew to its full stature in the 

19th century, 119 discovered the same tragic results of 

the industrial revolution in Great Britain. It was in 

response to this social dislocation, he wrote, that "a 

political and industrial working class movement sprang 

into being" in England. 10 Thus in studies of the growth 

of industrial capitalism in England, the United States 
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and central Canada, a pattern of social dislocation, class 

conflict, and the emergence of working class consciousness 

and institutions occurred. 

Langdon detected three stages to this working-class 

response in central Canada, which confirm the earlier 

analyses of Thompson and the others referred to above. The 

first stage, "when workers' collective action was tentative, 

isolated and trade oriented", was characterized by ad-hoe, 

non-institutional united action. Occasionally, continuing 

workingmen's organizations developed, but these remained 

small and confined to particular trades and cities. This 

stage existed in the Nova Scotia coalfields from the 

early 1860s until the formation of the P.W.A. in 1879. 

Although the coal industry was an important sector 

of the economy during the first half of the 19th century, 

it was not until well after the termination of the G.M.A. 

monopoly that the advance of industrial capitalism began 

to make itself felt in Nova Scotia. The miners faced many 

hardships and disputes with the coal operators were 
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frequent, but because the organization of the work process 

was still pre-industrial in nature, a paternalistic 

relationship existed between the coal master and the coal 

miner. During the G.M.A. years the owner9hip of the 

industry, although distant, was understood and reluctantly 

accepted by the miners. The people could readily identify 

with the local control centred at Mount Rundell, whether 

it was to .admire the premises or attack them, as they did 

in 1843. During the brief period following 1858 when the 

industry was taken over by local interests, the employer 

was usually a long time resident of the area, involved in 

and concerned with the community. He had limited wealth 

and power, but was a leading member of the local society 

and highly regarded. Operations were generally small and 

individual hiring and bargaining over coal prices occurred 

with some intimacy. The miner saw himself as an independent 

craftsman, selling the coal he cut to the operator, so a 

sense of partnership existed between employer and employee. 

When a miner was injured in the pits it was not uncommon 

for an operator to make a token payment to his family or 

provide free coal or rent in the company house for a time. 

To some extent these attitudes continued into the 1880s. 

The men who formed the P.W.A.'s Brunswick Lodge, for example, 

chose the name in honour of their manager: 11 

During this pre-industrial period the 

miner was a highly skilled and respected craftsman in his 

community who had undergone a lengthy apprenticeship to 
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the trade, often with his father. He knew all aspects of 

the work and owned and cared for his own tools, lantern 

and other equipment. He worked independently and with 

little supervision, so that despite the long hours and 

otherwise oppressive conditions, he was his own master. He 

produced daily a commodity that was vital to society and 

took pride in his work. Control of the workplace operation 

rested in the miners' hands. Under these conditions it was 

accepted that good times in the .coal trade were to be shared 

by all, as were the bad. The miners were therefore willing 

to tolerate unavoidable hardships, such as low wages, for 

th k f th ' 1 f h . d 12 e sa e o e surviva o t e in ustry. As late as the 

1870s the miners did not define their interests as being 

essentially different from those of the coal operators. 

This conciliatory attitude clearly limited the extent to 

which miners could act collectively to defend their 

interests, and reflected a lack of class consciousness 

among them. 

It was during the chaotic years of expansion in the 

coal industry following 1858 that the miners began to lose 

their traditional control over their trade. Many unskilled 

workers were drawn into the industry to open the new seams . 

and to compete with skilled miners in the rush to exploit 

the coal resource. The erosion of the craft became a 

serious threat to these men who had worked all their lives 

in the mines. The alienation of the labour market in the 



coal fields began with this expansion but became signi-

ficant when mergers in the industry resulted in large 

amounts of capital being invested and greater numbers of 

men being employed by each company to ensure large scale 

production of coal. Throughout the 1860s and 1870s the 

weaker companies dropped off or were taken over by a few 

major enterprizes. The visibility of the coal operators 

that existed previously diminished as ownership of the 
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mines fell to Montreal and Boston capitalists. The ' consoli-

dation of the industry into these few powerful hands had a 

similar effect on the coal trade as did the appearance of 

factories in manufacturing. Industrial capitalism and the 

spread of impersonal labour relations forced workers to 

move from an identification with their employers to a 

greater sense of solidarity with their fellow workers. 

During this period of consolidation in the coal industry, 

Nova Scotia miners were forced to take collective action 

to protect themselves, and with this solidarity grew 

sufficient trade consciousness to permit the formation of 

the P.W.A. 

Springhill was the largest coal mining operation in 

Canada in the early 1870s, employing well over 300 men and 

boys in 1879. 13 Impersonal as this situation must have 

been, compared to the smaller operations where as few as 

six men might be employed, a certain degree of loyalty to 

the operators was shown by the men. The wage cut of 

January 1879 was accepted, despite the hardship it 



entailed, because the men were convinced the operators 

had no choice due to the depressed state of the trade. 

What spurred the men on to resist the reduction of the 

following September was the knowledge that, the company 
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was deliberately deceiving them concerning the selling 

price for coal. Exploitation of this kind was intolerable, 

and the men were supported fully in their decision to 

strike by their families and the community. It is important 

to note that when the miners believed the cutback was a 

result of the company's loss in revenue they reluctantly 

accepted it. They did not go on strike until they dis-

covered their employers' deceit. The notion of the 

operator as a senior partner of the coal miner was 

seriously challenged as a result of such conflicts and a 

new image of him as a potential enemy began to form. The 

combination of increasing alienation from the coal 

operators among the miners and the creation of a vast 

labour force in one trade and locale, along with the 

skilled miners' loss of their traditional control over the 

trade, presented the concrete circumstances for the growth 

of trade union consciousness and the beginnings of working 

class awareness. The realization that two categories of 

people existed in the coal industry, whose interests, 

while sometimes coinciding, were nevertheless antagonistic, 

permitted the creation of the most powerful weapon the 

miners could muster - the Provincial Workmen's Association. 

The slogan of the P.W.A. was apt - "Strength lies in Unity". 
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The formation of the P.W.A. in 1879 signalled the 

rise of the second stage in the development of a class 

conscious workers' movement among the miners of Nova Scotia. 

In Langdon's study, this phase was characterized by the 

movement of workers 

away from an identification with employers in 
their trade to a greater sense of solidarity 
with their fellow employees, in other cities 
and in other trades.14 

This process was also evident among the miners of 

Nova Scotia, for although the P.W.A. functioned essentially 

as a trade union for mine workers between 1879 - 1898, it 

carried with it more than just a trade union ideology. 

From its inception as the Provincial Miners' Association 

the organization involved all categories of workers 

employed in the mines. Skilled coal cutters of many years 

experience sat in lodge meetings along with overground 

loaders who might be paid only one half of the cutters' 

wage, or with 17 year old boys who perhaps only tended to 

the horses underground. Even the younger boys, who could 

not yet belong to the union, were involved in junior lodges 

where they were primed to play an active role in the P.W.A. 

in later years. Once the Association became firmly 

established in the mines it began to consider drawing in 

other categories of workers. 

The first attempt to expand in this direction was 

made when the Trades Journal was founded, and addressed 

itself to those in "the Mine, Workshop and Farm". An 
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editorial in the 23 June 1880 issue initiated debate on 

this question by suggesting that the Association open its 

doors to "all categories of workingmen". A great deal of 

discussion ensued in letters to the editor, particularly 

regarding the need to reach miners in Cape Breton. The 

matter was discussed at the October 1880 session of Grand 

Council in Truro, and it was agreed at that time to 

welcome all workingmen into the organization. The name, 

Provincial Miners' Association, was thereupon amended to 

the Provincial Workmens' Association, to facilitate public 

recognition of the change. 

The P.W.A., in 1880, was very concerned with pro-

jecting an impressive public image and the decision to 

expand was made immediately after the . first anniversary 

celebration of the organization. The purpose of this 

event, which attracted almost 900 miners and their families 

to Stellarton on 22 September 1880, was primarily to 

exhibit the strength of the union. When Flint Lodge #17, 

composed of New Glasgow glass blowers, was organized the 

following year, the Grand Council agreed that the more men 

the P.W.A. had in it the better. Whatever their occupation, 

more members meant more strength, more funds and more 

ammunition to fight for their cause. When Our Rights #18, 

a lodge of spike factory and foundry workers, formed in 

October 1881, the Trades Journal proclaimed, "There is 

room in the Association for all workingmen who see the 
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d b t f . . .. 15 power an eau yo organization. Unfortunately, these 

lodges died out before long, and the P.W.A. was unsuccessful 

in organizing additional non-mining locals during the 1880s. 

The entry of Amherst's boot and shoe workers as Concord 

Lodge in late 1891 stimulated renewed interest in such 

expansion. At the meeting of Grand Council the next 

September, H.H. Davies of Amherst spoke strongly in favour 

of amalgamating workers from various trades within the P.W.A. 

There were large numbers of millmen in different 
parts of the country [Davies said] and numbers 
also at the tanneries who knew none of the good 
effects of union. Efforts should be made to have 
an understanding with other unions in N.S. and the 
u.s.16 

Davies noted that in New Brunswick he said 

that he was a member of the P.W.A. and his audience was 

quite surprized to learn that the union was not for miners 

only. Davies urges that workingmen in all parts of the 

province be informed that "the P.W.A. is a society 

organized on a broad basis, and suitable to all trades. 

And moreover a society that has been tested and tried. 1117 

E.B. Paul of Pioneer Lodge agreed with Davies, and 

suggested, perhaps without a full knowledge of the facts 

involved, that "As soon as the workmen of Amherst discerned 

that the P.W.A. was for all classes of workmen, they 

abandoned another society and cast their lot with us. 1118 

He was more cautious than his brother from Concord Lodge, 

however, on the question of extending the P.W.A. into 

areas of the province where other labour societies already 

existed. He was also concerned about the difficulties 
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of organizing an industrial union, for 

there was sure to be difficulty in arranging a basis 
of union. Each society had its leaders. [Were we 
to] amalgamate the other society might wish its 
leaders retained and we would insist on the retention 
of ours. If they will join us we will be only too 
happy to get them in [but there will be obstacles.]19 

Davies, Paul and A.B. McGillvray of Cape Breton, 

were appointed to prepare a committee report on the matter, 

and returned with the following motion which was carried 

by the delegates: 

That the Grand Secretary use all means to make it 
known through the press that the P.W.A. is open 
to all trades and labourers, and not confined to 
those employed in the mining industry.20 

The Grand Secretary pointed out that previous non-mining 

lodges had failed for a variety of reasons. Flint Lodge 

folded because the American glass blowers' association 

insisted they re-group as an independent local of the U.S. 

body. The iron workers' lodge collapsed owing to "the 

diversity of employment of its members". Drummond neverthe-

less supported renewed efforts to expand the P.W.A. into 

various workplaces. 

The revival of the push toward industrial unionism, 

while meeting the general app_roval of the Association, 

clearly was instigated by the delegates from Concord 

Lodge. Prior to their affiliation with the P.W.A. these 

workers had secretly joined the American Knights of Labor. 

When the management of Amherst's Boot and Shoe Company -

discovered that Local Assembly 2209 K. of L. had been 

organized, they attempted to force the men to abandon the 



union by uniting the town's business elite on the issue 

and then firing 50 workers. 

The dispute stretched [from the time of the firings, 
2 May 1890,J into July when [manager] M.D. Pride, 
realizing total victory was impossible, decided to 
permit the organization of a lodge of the Provincial 
Workmen's Association.21 
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As Davies' promotion of industrial unionism testifies, the 

influence of the K. of L. was not eradicated by management's 

efforts, but "remained alive within Concord Lodge. 1122 In 

1893 for example, 

the introduction of unskilled labour into the Amherst 
Boot & Shoe Company .moved Concord Lodge to secure an 
amendment of the P.W.A. constitution to permit women 
rnembers.23 

Later Concord Lodge won P.W.A. support for a boycott of Amherst 

Boot and Shoe Company products until the company agreed to 

use the union label. 24 

In accepting these changes the P.W.A. was clearly 

"' moving ideologically toward a deeper level of class conscious-

ness. It was not until after the invasion of the Knights of 

Labor in 1898, however, that significant progress was made 

by the Association toward industrial unionism. Drummond 

made it clear that he would like to see the P.W.A. assist 

others, in addition to the miners, but felt that outside of 

Halifax members of a given trade in one locale were too few 

in number to organize into a lodge. Sufficient numbers were 

to be found only in the province's capital, and the P.W.A. 

had no desire to interfere or compete with the several 

union locals already established there. 25 
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Consequently~ although both the leadership and membership 

of the P.W.A. supported industrial unionism in principle, 

their energies during the Drummond era were consumed 

almost entirely by their work among the miners . . 
The attitude adopted by the P.W.A. toward immigrant 

labour also reflected a developing trade union consciousness, 

and to some degree, working class awareness among the 

Association's members. Like workers in other trades, the 

miners were forced to protect their status and wage levels 

by uniting to restrict the numbers of workers allowed into 

their occupation. The "spreading labour market", like 

the growth of impersonal labour relations, was a trend of 

industrial capitalism that undermined the position of the 

worker. The growing flood of unskilled, immigrant 

labourers desperate for employment and wages of any kind 

greatly endangered the position of relatively well paid, 

experienced miners. As early as 1881, the P.W.A. dis-

cussed how to restrict foreign labour in the mines, and 
I 
pushed for the previously mentioned apprenticeship legis-

lation as one means of defence. 26 The miners asserted 

that immigration "seeks to degrade the morals of the 

people", by bringing in paupers under false pretences and 
27 forcing them to work for starvation wages. Appeals were 

made again and again to Prime Minister Macdonald in pro-

f h . 1· 28 d . 1885 h T d J 1 test o t is po icy, an in , t e ra es ourna 

celebrated when the federal government reduced its aid to 

immigration grant by 70%. 29 The problem was not solved 



with this action, however, and protests and petitions 

continued throughout the 1890s. 30 

The Trades Journal also made it clear that the 
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importation of immigrant labour was one aspect of the 

National Policy it opposed. "The National Policy is doing 

well enough, "it stated, "But if miners are imported 

... into the Country then the [Nova Scotia] miners will not 

reap the benefit of the policy. 1131 

The complaint that there were too many men in the 

mines to permit all to make a fair wage was a common 

grievance. Speaking to the Royal Commission on Labour in 

1888, Springhill miner Charles Runney stated that because 

of overcrowding the men could move only enough coal to the 

surface to make half a day's pay, although they worked 

underground for a full day. He concluded that he had been 

better off in his home town of Lanarkshire, Scotland, where 

the pay was less but the cost of living was lower as well.32 

Another Springhill miner, Neil Nickerson, protested that 

immigrants were being deceived regarding the rate of 

wages and availability of jobs in Canada; "paupers" were 

being brought in to labour for miserable wages while 
. ~3 native Nova Scotians were put out of work.w In 1888 dele-

gates to the Grand Council from Pioneer Lodge attacked 

government leaders for refusing to protect labour by 

allowing British miners to be lured to the province by a 

"certain Church Emmigrant Society" which gave deceptively 

1 . f k d . s . II 34 owing accounts o wor an wages in Nova cotia. 
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Immigration also provided the mine managers with 

a means to keep wages down. In 1884, for example, the 

director of the Cumberland Railway and Coal Company warned 

his men that he would bring 400 workers from the north of 

F 'f th d'd t t 10% d · 35 rance,1 ey 1 no accep a wage re uction. 

Foreign labour threatened the job security of Nova Scotian 

miners in another way as well, for the coal companies 

readily brought in these new men as strike breakers. 

Attempts were made a number of times to use Cape Bretoners 

for this purpose, but although these miners were sometimes 

enticed to a conflict bound location in their search for 

work, they often joined union ranks upon learning that a 

strike was in progress. This happened during the Albion 

strike of 1880, when 19 Islanders were brought to Westville 

by an agent of the International Coal Company, only to 

join the P.W.A. 36 During the strike at Lingan in 1882, 

the G.M.A. thought it would avoid this problem by taking 

the "scab labour" approach one step further and importing 

miners from Scotland, but they too refused to break the 

strike. Workers' solidarity of this kind was not always 

evident, however, largely because of overcrowding in the 

mines. It was,therefore, imperative that the P.W.A. find 

other means to discourage strikebreaking. Langdon found 

The critical sanction that gave workers their 
power .•• was their ability to stop strike-
breakers from finding jobs if a strike were won. 
A second imperative grew from the maturing spread 
of the impersonal labour market ... locals began 
to keep in touch with (one another's) affairs, 
to discourage cross-city strikebreaking:7 
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In the case of the P.W.A., lists of strikebreakers, or 

"blacklegs" were kept by the lodges and published in the 

Trades Journal. In addition to this, members were issued 

with identification cards marked with the lodge's seal, 

so a miner travelling in search of work could prove he 

was not a scab labourer and readily be accepted into a 

new workplace. 

Tne plan to implement "check-listing", or the 

"closed shop", to strengthen the union was an early one in 

the P.W.A. In the 13 October 1880 issue of the Journal 

McBean Lodge announced that as the vast majority of men in 

that area belonged to the union, they intended to present 

a list of all non-union mine workers over 17 years of age 

and the names of all those whose union dues had not been 

paid for three months to the mine manager and ask that 

these men be discharged. Drummond made his position 

clear regarding those miners who refused to join the 

union when he asserted, "There can be no neutrality, they 

must side either with the masters or side with their 

fellow workmen 11 • 38 Nevertheless, the "closed shop" was 

not won by the P.W.A. until 1907, and the union's control 

over wages, workplace conditions and foreign labour was 

severely limited as a result. 39 

Not only was trade consciousness aroused in the 

miners by the deplorable conditions they faced, but also a 

greater understanding of their position as members of the 

working class in general. Recognition of the workers' 
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need for mutual aid, regardless of individual trade, is 

apparent in a public statement made by the P.W.A. in 

support of west coast workers who called for an end to 

Chinese immigration. The statement is cle~rly racist, but 

must be considered in the context in which it was made. 

" ... the Chinese," it read, "are a most undesirable class 

of immigrants ••• a curse to any community •.. they under-

mine its morals, and spread disease while contributing 

but a trifle to the permanent prosperity of the country. 1140 

Canadian workers in this period feared that with the 

completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway the Chinese 

would flood the labour market across the country, putting 

skilled tradesmen out of work by providing plenty of 

cheap, inexperienced labour. The vehement attack made on 

the Chinese was based on the economic circumstances which 

the miners faced, and was not unlike that of other workers' 

organizations of the time. It was not only the Chinese, 

but all foreign labour that the P.W.A. opposed, in its 

efforts to protect the jobs and standard of living of its 

mernbers. 41 

It is interesting to consider the P.W.A.'s position 

on the National Policy of the federal Conservatives as a 

reflection of the ideology of the union. It is clear that 

both coal miners and coal masters were vigorously in 

favour of the new trade scheme and credited Macdonald's 

policy with the lively state of the trade in the early 

1880s. Following his organizational trip through 



Cape Breton in 1881, Robert Drummond reported in the 

Trades Journal, 

we met only one man who was not inclined to 
give the N.P. the greater part of the credit 
for the unusual bustle at the mines. ,Almost 
all the miners and the majority of the 
farmers and traders in Cape Breton are loud 
in their praises of the protective policy 
of the present government.42 
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Later when a letter to the Journal suggested it was not the 

National Policy, but world influences, that were respon-

sible for the increased activity in the coal trade, 

Drummond argued that the reader was greatly mistaken. 

He admitted that the new 759 per ton import duty was not 

enough to give Nova Scotia coal access to the Ontario 

market, which American mines continued to supply, but 

pointed out that the National Policy had brought four 

sugar refineries and one molasses plant to Nova Scotia, 

which together used 50,000 tons of coal annually. The 

free trade carried on during the years of the Reciprocity 

Treaty had destroyed the local sugar trade and the cotton 

industry as well. Since the implementation of the 

National Policy, the Londonderry Iron Works also was 

prospering, and the coal trade was active as never 

before. "Abolish the duty", wrote Drummond, "and .•. Nova 

Scotia miners will [be forced to] ... work for .•. starva-
43 tion wages, or find other sources of employment." 

When rumours of a renewal of reciprocity in trade 

reached the Journal in 1884, Drummond again rejected the 

idea. He predicted the coal trade of Nova Scotia would 
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become the province's greatest industry and cautioned that 

it must be fostered, but not by removing the tariff on 

coal. Instead, he wrote, " ••. increase [the tariff] a 

little until the establishment of Iron shipbuilding yard[S), 

Rolling mills, Smelting furnaces, etc. and the consequent 

h t . d th d t f 1· 1 · 114 4 ome consurnp ion ren ers e u yo itt e importance. 

Drummond admitted that despite the National Policy, the 

price for coal was not "so remunerative as might be 

desired, but we are inclined to the opinion that the coal 

masters are to great measure to blame". Rather than 

establish a set price for their coal, the various operators 

strove to undersell one another, resulting in minimal 

profits and wages. Drummond expressed the hope that the 

P.W.A. would "act as a restraint and induce the managers 

to act in concert in agreeing upon a selling price for 

coal. 1145 

Drummond and the miners appeared confident that, 

with the new security in the coal trade resulting from the 

National Policy, the P.W.A. would be able to push the 

coal masters for higher wages and better working conditions. 

Continued prosperity and further industrialization seemed 

imminent in Nova Scotia, and the miners intended to get 

their share of the wealth. Eventually, it became clear 

that the coal trade was not thriving as the National 

Policy promised. After a decade in which the miners' 

wages barely moved forward, the value of the policy came 

into question. In April 1889 Drummond remarked to 



other members of the Grand Council that he was beginning 

to doubt the utility of the National Policy. American 

coal had firmly captured the Quebec market, proving that 

the tariff was not sufficient protection, and Drummond 

now questioned the federal government's interest in the 

coal trade. The large coal companies, he thought, were 
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now in favour of a return to reciprocity. The Grand 

Secretary was critical of these people for not clamouring 

for a higher tariff, which he considered to be in the best 

interests of the coal trade. Drummond's complete alignment 

with the provincial Liberals in the 1890s signalled the 

end of his advocacy of the National Policy and of his 

support for the federal Tories. 

Some other ideological attitudes of the P.W.A. can 

be seen in the pages of the Trades Journal, the newspaper 

of the society. Devoted to "the Interests of the Mine, 

Workshop and Farm", this four page weekly, edited by 

Robert Drummond, was published from 4 January 1880 until 

June 1898 ~46 No formal connection linked the Journal to the · 

P.W.A. until October 1880 when the Grand Council decided 

to purchase the paper from Drummond on behalf of the 

A.ssociation. 

The Journal included news items of general interest, 

in the manner of other newspapers of the day, but its major 

thrust was directed toward the mining population. Articles 

ranged from those presenting factual information on the 

state of the coal trade, including transfers in ownership 
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of the various companies, productivity statistics, and 

details ort coal sales and shipping, to reports on working 

conditions and the activities of the P.W.A. 47 One of the 

stated aims of the Journal was to support the cause of 

any member of the P.W.A. unjustly dealt with by the coal 

companies. An early issue of the paper condemned the 

firing of Grand Master Robert Wilson from the Springhill 

Coal Company, making it clear that Wilson had committed no 

offence other than organizing men into the P.W.A. The 

Journal thereby hoped to deter the companies from commit-

ting such blatant acts of injustice in the future, and 

warned: 

if from any unjust cause, or from his 
connection with the Association, any man is 
discharged, we shall consider ourselves at 
liberty, and JUSTIFIED, in using every avail-
able weapon in our possession, not merely in 
defending our cause, but in attacking the 
party who was the cause of the discharge.48 

Lodges were encouraged to use the Journal to publicize 

grievances that would otherwise go unnoticed by the public. 

It was thought that the coal operators were sensitive to 

public criticism and would be more responsive to corn-

plaints if their public image was . d. d 49 Jeopar ize. The 

Journal therefore developed into a public forum for the 

discussion of working conditions in the mines. Ventilation 

systems, black lung disease, the need for fortnightly 

rather than monthly payments, the extension of the 

franchise, arbitration, the company store, hours of work, 

the relative merit of different types of lanterns and the 
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safe use of explosives were all discussed at length in the 

pages of the Journai. 5° Conditions at the various collieries 

also were discussed, so the miners were able to make 

comparisons, and perhaps assess where thex were at a 

disadvantage. Strikes and lockouts were also reported and 

the progress of these struggles was covered in the paper. 

Appeals for financial assistance for strikers were made 

alongside lists of "blacklegs" barred from the P.W.A. for 

strikebreaking. Accidents in the mines also were reported, 

followed by appeals for funds for those injured, and 

further discussion of safety conditions. 51 This, in turn, 

led to the suggestion that a general fund be established 

into which all members would pay dues on a regular basis 

as accident insurance. The Journal also was used as a 

newsletter by the lodges to announce their formation, the 

election of officers, or dates for meetings. 

The paper also served the Grand Council in this 

manner, carrying detailed reports of its bi-annual sessions 

and announcing the names of those elected to the executive 

offices each year. The annual P.W.A. anniversary celebra-

tion was announced, planned and reported on each year. 

Sports events participated in by lodges or lodge members 

were also recorded in the Journal, displaying the union's 

enthusiasm over such activities. On one occasion a 100 

yard dash was run between the apparently well known 

"McDougall of Nova Scotia" and Jos McNeil of Reserve Mines, 

Glace Bay. Questions of tactics for the union also came up 



for discussion in the Journal, the most popular contro-

versy perhaps being that of whether "force or suasion" 

was the better means of recruiting new members into the 

Association. 
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Politics was another major area of attention and 

reports were made of events in the local legislature, 

detailing what bills were put forward, and what was said 

in the ensuing debate. 52 Federal government activities 

and platforms received as much observation as that of the 

provincial government. The relevance of these issues to 

the working class often was commented upon, as frequent 

articles on the National Policy of the Macdonald govern-

ment show. Election results, both federal and provincial, 

were reported, along with a commentary on their implica-

tions for miners. When the P.W.A. became active in 

electoral politics the campaigns and platforms of its 

workingmen's candidates were carefully presented in the 

pages of the Journal, and readers were urged to vote for 

these individuals. 

The paper also reprinted articles from a wide 

variety of Canadian, American, English and Scottish news-

papers. Items on the mining industries in other countries 

appeared frequently, so the miners were able to compare 

working conditions, wages, union activities and so on. 

Information on the Knights of Labor and Alex MacDonald 

and the Scottish Miners' Association also reached members 

of the P.W.A. in this fashion. Following his visits to 
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these localities on behalf of the P.W.A., Robert Drummond 

also wrote carefully detailed reports on his findings, thus 

creating a link between the miners of Nova Scotia and 

their fellow miners in distant places. 

Other articles in the Journal ranged in content from 

stories on "Bears at the Zoo" and "The Famine in Asia 

Minor" to "Ships of the Future. 1153 Items might instruct 

young women in the proper social graces or offer household 

hints to homemakers. One of the expressed aims of the 

Journal was to foster a love of literature among working 

men and women, and so fiction and poetry also appeared in 

every issue. 54 The works of Mark Twain were frequently 

reproduced. 55 

The Trades Journal was directed to the homes of the 

working class and therefore called upon merchants to 

advertise in columns if they wished to reach this large 

group of consumers. 56 Readers were asked to deal only with 

those merchants supporting the paper and to boycott those 

who did not. 57 The paper was received enthusiastically 

when it first appeared and within six months had reached a 

subscription rate of over 300 in Pictou alone. It was 

expected that at least 400 copies would be needed by 

1 August 1880. 58 Despite such attempts to estimate the 

demand, the editor was forced to apologize for the shortage 

of copies the following summer, when circulation exceeded ' 

all expectations. 59 From time to time, however, Drummond 

urged readers to buy their own copy rather than borrow a 
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friend's issue in order to increase sales and distribution. 

Unfortunately no data can be found to show how large circu-

lation of the newspaper was over the years. 

One of the Trades Journal's most .important functions 

was the role it played in unifying the membership of the 

P.W.A. For the first time, miners in Cape Breton had 

regular contact with those in Cumberland and Pictou counties, 

and vice-versa. The problems at one mine became known to 

all through the pages of the Journal, and when a situation 

became des~erate, help was often provided as a result. 

Strikes that otherwise might never have gotten underway, 

were supported and strengthened by the various lodges, with 

the help of the Journal. Perhaps the most impressive 

example of such an instance was the 1882 Lingan strike, 

when several communities concerned about their fellow 

workers'plight, sent a delegation of men to the town to 

deter the strikebreakers. 

As one of the few papers available to, and the only 

paper directed at, the mining communities and the working 

class in general, it seems likely that the Trades Journal 

had a large influence on its readership. Lodge meetings 

often included the reading and discussion of items in the 

most recent issue of the paper. Reading aloud for the 

benefit of illiterate fellow workers was a common 

practise during the workday down in the mines as well, 

thus promoting general discussion of important or contro-

versial issues. The Journal acted as an instrument for 
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promoting the development of working-class consciousness, 

because in its pages, the miners saw their own problems 

and interests - their own lives, being discussed - not 

just those of higher society. Politician~ were forced to 

address themselves to workers, because it was evident 

that these people were aware of the issues put forward in 

the Journal, and voted accordingly. The Journal thus 

helped the miners to achieve a greater prominence in 

society and greater self-respect. The great potential of 

the newspaper as a radicalizing element among the miners 

was, therefore, somewhat undermined, because while 

promoting greater self awareness and class consciousness, 

the Journal also tried to involve the miners more closely 

with the rest of society and advocated a faith in the 

political process. Harmony with both government and 

industry was espoused, not struggle. 

For an understanding of the origins of the ideology 

it is necessary to turn to the founder and editor of the 

Trades Journal, Robert Drummond. In his influential 

position as editor for the entire life of the newspaper, 

Drummond played a major role in determining the public 

image of the Journal, the P.W.A.,and the mining population 

as a whole. The extent to which the Journal was a reflection 

of Drummond's personal ideology, and where that differed 

from attitudes held by the general membership of the 

P.W.A., is difficult to determine. Whether the Grand 

Secretary used information on the state of the coal 



trade to control strike activity, or perhaps used his 

editorial control to ignore wildcat strikes and rank and 

file discontent, is a matter of speculation. The effect 

Drummond had on the P.W.A. is an important question and 

will be dealt with separately. What Drummond can be 

credited with was creating a paper that presented a 

positive image of the coal miner and the P.W.A. to the 

Nova Scotian public. The ongoing discussion of current 

events and political issues that went on in the Journal 
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no doubt helped give the miner a degree of political 

influence previously unknown and helped the Association 

with the many reforms legislated by the provincial govern-

ment during these years. The Journal sought to protect the 

rights of the mining population and advance their interests. 

With its promotion of literature, its advocacy of thrift 

and sobriety, and its discussions of Canadian politics 

and world affairs, the Trades Journal served as an 

"educator in the realm of the intellectual and the moral. 1160 

The Journal reflected the lives of the miners whom it 

served, and within ·the limited political and ideological 

framework described, helped to increase its readers' 

awareness of their own reality and encouraged them to act 

collectively to improve their social and political position. 

Perhaps one of the greatest problems experienced 

by the P.W.A. as a result of its confused ideology was 

the continual siphoning off of union leaders through pro-

motion into the managerial ranks of the coal companies. 
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One of the first rules established by the Association 

banned any person holding an "official position" in the 

mines from the P.W.A. This regulation applied to every-

one, including members and officers of the union, once 

they accepted such a promotion. As a result many active 

members of the P.W.A. eventually were forced to resign. 

This decision of the Grand Council was based on the 

belief that the interests of employer and employee were 

bound to conflict at some point. Active members of the 

Association lost to the coal companies included William 

Madden of Westville, who assisted Drummond in organizing 

the Cape Breton miners, and acted as Grand Master for the 

P.W.A. in 1880 and 1881. Madden was later made a man~ger 

at Springhill and in 1883 became Pictou's first Deputy 

I t f M. 61 nspec or o ines. J.W. Sutherland, also of Westville, 

Grand Master in 1887 and Acting Grand Master the following 

year, 62 in 1888 became an underground manager at the Black 

Diamond colliery. He eventually joined the Nova Scotia 

Steel and Coal Company as manager of the Marsh Mine near 

Thorburn. 63 Alex D. MacKenzie, Grand Master in 1885, 64 

was made an underground manager at the Vale Colliery in 
65 Thorburn. The list goes on and on. 

Official response to these promotions was unquestion-

ing approval. At the April 1888 meeting of Grand Council 

Drummond proudly announced that with J.W. Sutherland's 

recent appointment at Black Diamond Colliery, five former 

Grand Masters, two Assistant Grand Masters and several 
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other members of the Grand Council now occupied "positions 

of trust" within the various coal companies. 66 He went on 

to say that the Association should be pleased that the 

men selected for these important positions were those 

prominent in the P.W.A. The managers of the coal companies 

no doubt found this method of dealing with troublesome 

union leaders easier and more advantageous than firing 

them and thereby inciting union opposition as the Springhill 

Coal Company did with Drummond and Thomas Leadbetter. 

According to the Grand Secretary, however, the managers 

obviously recognized the men's common sense and other good 

qualities as exhibited in their union activities. 67 Nothing 

was said about the loss of leadership to the P.W.A. This 

attitude reflects the Association's preoccupation with 

upward mobility and the social acceptability of miners. 

Instead o( encouraging its leaders to remain within the 

P.W.A. to build a powerful union, it praised them when they 

abandoned it for personal gain, and took part of the 

credit for their accomplishment. 

One final aspect of the ideology of the P.W.A: that 

should be considered here can be discerned in the union's 

movement away from strikes, to political lobbying and 

electoral politics, described in the previous chapter. 

This change in strategy reflected a major shift in ideology 

that was not unique to the Nova Scotian miners' union. 

The experiments of the P.W.A. in running workingmen's 

candidates in elections and attempting to solve 
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labour-management disputes through conciliation and 

arbitration had all been tried before in other parts of 

Canada and the U.S.A. by the Knights of Labor and by the 

miners of Scotland. News concerning labour's efforts in 

these places reached the Nova Scotia miners through links 

with individual travellers and also by way of newspapers. 

In addition to these sources of information, there is also 

ample evidence in the Trades Journal that Robert Drummond 

visited the mining districts of Scotland and returned to 

Nova Scotia bursting with information and ideas picked up 

there. 

Two traditions seem to have come with the Scottish 

and English miners to Nova Scotia that were formed in the 

homeland coal districts in the mid-19th century. The first 

of these evolved in the 1840s, the second in the 1860s. 

The earlier period saw a powerful miner's movement emerge 

under the leadership of Jude and W.P. Roberts. In its 

struggle for higher wages and better working conditions 

this organization worked to develop a centralized leader-

ship able to organize open conflict with the coal 

operators. Eventually, however, the combined forces of 

industry and government succeeded in destroying the move-

ment. The group of the later period carried quite a 

different ideology from the first Miners' Association. Led 

by miner Alexander MacDonald, this group avoided the open ' 

confrontation tactics of the past and concentrated instead 

on becoming politically effective. MacDonald came from a 
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working class background and began labouring in the coal 

pits at eight years of age. Despite this modest beginning 

he managed to acquire a small fortune and climb into a 

high social position. It has been sugges.ted that this 

"rags to riches" story, reflected in the fact that 

MacDonald eventually acquired shares in the coal industry 

in which he had worked as a child, led him to advocate 

reform rather than radical solutions to the problems 

facing the miners. As he makes clear in the following 

quotation, MacDonald's strategy was based on the avoidance 

of conflict. 

I look upon strikes as the barbaric relic of a 
period of unfortunate relations between labour and 
capital, and the sooner we get rid of it by the 
more rational means of the employer meeting the 
employed, and by talking the matter over, the 
better.68 

Arbitration, conciliation and reform legislation 

were to replace the strike weapon. Friends in high places 

and a good public image thus became as important as mass 

strikes by the miners. Class harmony became the organiza-

tion's goal. MacDonald stressed that the men should 

strive to meet their employers as far as possible. In 

speaking to an assembly of workers in Glasgow in 1879 
/ 

he stated that "Employers had the same right to manipulate 

their capital as workmen had to manipulate their labour 11 • 69 

MacDonald was elected as a Merrber of Parliament in 1874 and 

led the parliamentary struggle to improve wages and working 

conditions for the Scotish miners. It was this philosophy 
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that dominated the Miners' Association throughout the 

1860s and 1870s. Thus before the P.W.A. even formed, the 

miners of Great Britain had gone through a transition in 

organizational strategy, from using openly aggressive 

methods and frequently employing the powerful strike 

weapon, to relying on political lobbying and arbitration. 

There is no doubt that the precedent which was set 

in Scotland affected events in Nova Scotia. It is 

interesting, for instance, to consider the temper of the 

obituary of Alex MacDonald carried in the Trades Journal, 

which called the leader, 

a man of sterling character, who in fighting for 
the workingman, fought his way up from a humble 
rank in society to ~a position of] honer in the 
British Parliament. 0 

With his advocacy _ of arbitration, parliamentary lobbying 

and traditional party politics Robert Drummond succeeded 

in becoming the Alex MacDonald of Nova Scotia. For this, 

and other reasons, it is obvious that the P.W.A. cannot 

be fully understood without a more thorough analysis of 

its Grand Secretary. 

Most histories of the Nova Scotia coal industry 

tend to equate the P.W.A. and the labour movement in the 

province prior to 1900 with Robert Drummond. Writing in 

1926, for example, Eugene Forsey commented: 

... the employees were vehemently opposed to the 
whole Trade Union Movement ... The fears of the 
operators, however, were ridiculously exaggerated. 
Drummond, the ruling spirit of the Union for 
nearly twenty years, was a cautious and genteel 
Scotsman, and from the outset did his best to 
avoid all unnecessary friction.71 
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James Cameron wrote in a similar vein almost 50 years later, 

when he introduced the P.W.A. with the explanation: 

Its organizing genius and driving force for its 
first score years was a Scotsman .•. Robert 
Drummond, labour official, publisher and 
editor, and later member of the Legislative 
Council of Nova Scotia.72 

It is important, therefore, to consider Drummond's background, 

the ideas he espoused and his impact on the trade union 

movement in the Nova Scotia coal industry. 

Robert Drummond was born in Scotland on 9 October 

1840, the son of Robert and Elizabeth Drummond. He was 

educated at the Greenock Town Academy and moved to Nova 

Scotia in the 1860s. At some time during this period he 

married May Alexander, but it is not clear whether they 

emigrated to Canada together or met there. Drummond had 

his first experience with coal mining in Lingan, Cape 

Breton, where he worked both above and below ground. In 

his Recollections Drummond observed that this was hard, but 

satisfying work, because "miners are their own masters. 1173 

It was at Lingan, presumably in the late 1860s, that 

Drummond was involved in his first conflict between the 

miners and the coal operators. The men had made an 

unsuccessful bid for an increase in wages, and had 

resigned themselves to defeat, when Drummond offered to 

speak to the manager on their behalf. A small increase was 

won, convincing Drummond of the power of "calm negotiation." 

After work stopped at Lingan, probably for the winter 

season, Drummond travelled to Roost Pit, Glace Bay, to 
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search for employment. Few jqbs were available for the 

miners, however, and Drummond returned to Lingan to open a 

store. This venture failed because the men were not able 

to pay ready cash for their merchandise and relied on 

credit to get them through the winter months. Discouraged, 

Drummond tried farming in Pictou County, but financial 

difficulties eventually sent him back to the mines. He 

found work as a coal cutter with the Intercolonial Coal 

Company in Westville but was injured in a heavy fall of 

coal. This twist of fate caused Drummond to be absent 

from the colliery at the time of the disastrous explosion 

of 1873 when manager James Dunn and many of the men working 

underground were killed. 74 Drummond then moved on to 

tending the ventilation system at the Black Diamond colliery 

of the Nova Scotia Coal Company, also located in Westville. 75 

He later became a timekeeper, worked in the company office, 

and eventually wound up as a bank foreman in Springhil1. 76 

Thus, although a well educated and "genteel Scotsman," 

Drummond had spent a considerable amount of time in the 

coal fields of Nova Scotia prior to the events of 

September 1879. He knew the work of the coal miners and 

understood the problems they faced. As his actions in 

Springhill in September 1879 demonstrated, he was prepared 

to fight on their behalf. 

Drummond was not the only leader involved in the 

formation of the P.W.A., but he quickly became the major 

figure in the organization. As explained previously, 
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Grand Master Robert Wilson, was eliminated from the 

leadership of the union early in 1880 when he was fired by 

the Springhill Coal Company. Drummond was fired as well, 

but his security in Springhill was assure? shortly 

afterward, when he was made Grand Secretary and the only 

salaried official of the P.W.A. Drummond was no doubt 

perceived by the other men as a miner who had "made good," 

and with his formal education and leadership abilities, he 

was readily trusted by them. His official position in 

the P.W.A. was strengthened further in April 1880 when he 

was made the union's Agent. This meant his salary was 

increased and his duties expanded to include representing 

the P.W.A. in disputes between the coal miners and coal 

masters, collecting and distributing strike benefit pay-

ments, and acting in a general capacity as a liason person 

for the union. The following year the position was 

expanded again to include the organizing of coal miners 

in Cape Breton, and at the meeting of the Grand Council, 

Drummond also was given the responsibility of choosing a 
. . . h h' 77 paid assistant who would travel to Cape Breton wit im. 

Drummond thereby became known throughout the coal districts 

as the representative of the P.W.A. 

Drummond gained control over the P.W.A. 

in other ways as well. At the first meeting of the 

provisional Grand Council in 1879 keen discussion took 

place over the question of the adoption of the constitution 

and rules of order prepared by the executive. Members 



debated whether these documents should not be sent out 

to the lodges for approval before being accepted, but 

Drummond argued against this plan, telling the delegates 
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they had been chosen to conduct the business of the 

Association on behalf of their lodges and must do so. The 

delegates finally agreed and accepted the proposed 

constitution, which had been written primarily by Drurnmond. 78 

The constitution included a clause making it mandatory for 

lodges to attain the Grand Council's permission before 

calling a strike at any colliery. Later the Grand Council 

voted Drummond the power to make or second motions at any 

of the lodge meetings, thereby allowing the Grand 

Secretary's influence to permeate all parts of the 

The Grand Council also passed a resolution 

. 79 union. 

that "the lodges be instructed not to allow any agreement, 

contract or other document to be signed by their members 

before submitting [the] same to .the Grand Secretary for 

approval". Passing this motion, Drummond commented, was 

"a reflection of the intelligence of the men to be 

unwilling to sign, fearing they might be taken in. 1180 The 

men thus voted away their power to make any decisions or 

take any action independent of or in opposition to Drummond. 

Two years later it was decided that "no important step 

political or otherwise nor any request be made the govern-

ment in connection with any matter specifically affecting 
• • 11 81 the miners unless through the executive of the association. 

Although it was explained that "the object of the motion 



144 

was to keep our forces intact", the results also 

t d th f h G d C ·1 82 guaran ee e power o t e ran ounci . Robert Drummond's 

other major function as editor of the Trades Journal also 

provided him with a powerful means of influencing members 

of the P.W.A., as suggested earlier. 

The degree of control over the P.W.A. held by 

Drummond was considerable, but instances of rank and file 

rebellion .were not uncommon. Although the constitution 

of the Association explicitly stated that lodges were 

required to obtain permission from Grand Council before 

declaring any work stoppage, wildcat strikes were ~eport-

ed frequently. Little is known about these strikes 

because they were generally small and short lived, due in 

part to their illicit nature. Those reports that do 

exist are perhaps most often there because they contained 

a warning to other members to obey the rules of the order 

or risk suspension. The earliest instance of a lodge's 

charter being cancelled occurred in October 1884 when 

Brunswick Lodge in Joggins suspended work without permis-

sion. The Council's action was, in fact, superfluous, 

because the strike ended after only a few days, and the 

men went back to work on their manager's terms, which 

included renouncing the P.W.A. Drummond apparently hoped 

to make the situation work to the Council's advantage by 

k . h 1 d ' . f . . 1 83 revo ing t e o ge s charter on a point o princip e. 

In June of the following year the members of Visatergo 

Lodge of Granton requested sancti on from the Council to 



strike against the Intercolonial Coal Company, which had 

reduced the wharfmen's wages without prior notice. 
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Drummond was reluctant to allow the strike to proceed, 

pointing to "the state of the trade", but, as the men became 

more demanding, permission was finally granted. After a 

short time, however, many of the men returned to work. 

Drummond felt this action reflected badly on the union, and 

having decided "it would be in the best interests of tb.e 

Association to lop off a rotten branch, the Council deemed 

it prudent to instruct the Secretary to withdraw the 
84 h'b' charter." Apparently a smaller number of lodges ex i it"" 

ing a good public image was considered more desirable than 

greater numbers of less controllable members. 

A few years later a somewhat different approach 

was taken by the Council when Pioneer Lodge applied for 

strike approval. The request was turned down, but 

qualified this decision with the advice that the lodge 

might go ahead without permission, "in case of urgency. 1185 

It is not clear why the strike was not condoned officially, 

but it is possible that Pioneer was considered too 

important a lodge to alienate,while at the same time the 

"no strike" public image of Drummond and the Grand Council 

had to be protected. 86 Several illegal work stoppages at 

both Joggins and Springhill were reported by the Council 

at the September 1894 meeting. While allowing that the 

men had ample reason to be dissatisfied, DruITu~ond claimed 

that the action showed thoughtlessness and indifference 
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and maintained that their differences with management 
· 87 could have been~esolved by conference." No suspensions 

were made but it was pointed out that the constitution 

clearly stated "Any lodge coming out on s·trike without 

sanction of Grand Council Committee shall forfeit all 

claim to support and may have its charter revoked. 1188 

Two years later wildcat strikes were again reported at 

Joggins and the newly formed Holdfast Lodge was suspended. 

This was the second time a lodge of the P.W.A. was 

organized and then suspended for strike activity in 

Joggins. The Council refused to take any responsibility 

for the men involved, and all other members were warned 

t b . d h . 89 o o ey constitute aut ority. Drummond clearly 

exerted a moderating influence over the agitational 

activities of the miners. He also directed one of the 

major sources of intellectual stimulation they 

experienced through his editorial control of the Trades 

Journal. Partly through the latter medium, as well as in 

all other functions of the Association, Drummond attempted 

to assert a particular set of social values as a part of 

the larger ideology of the P.W.A. This can be seen in 

the gradual shift in perspective towards the original 

"Objects of the P.W.A." 

The aims put forward in the 1879 Constitution 

emphasized the social well-being of the society's members 

as well as economic gain and other goals directly related 

to work place conditions. Point number one summarized 



the general purposes of the Association: 

To advance materially its members by promoting 
such improvement in the mode of remuneration of 
labour as the state of the trade shall warrant 
or allow, and generally to improve the condi-
tion of working men morally, socially and 
physically.90 
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A detailed list of goals followed, including "the fostering 

of habits of thrift, industry, economy and sobriety". In 

the years following its formation the emphasis in the 

policy and direction of the P.W.A. tended to shift in two 

ways. The first was reflected in the shift from strike 

activity to political lobbying and electoral politics as 

described previously. Connected to this change was a 

movement from stressing material gain to promoting the 

virtues of thrift, sobriety and industry. In his 

Recollections Drummond asserted that if he were to re-write 

the Constitution of the Association, he would make these 

points the first priority, even before the promotion of 

higher wages. 91 The Grand Secretary felt strongly about 

the benefits of thrift. Writing in 1884 he said, 

In this country there is no workingman, be he 
ever so poor and humble, who may not, if he will, 
better his condition with each succeeding year. 
To do this he must correct the habit of spending 
every week his full week's earnings ••.. 92 

Drummond had come to believe that "the provincial coal 

trade could only thrive with cheap labour, and he therefore 

helped the men to realize that thrift could be made to 

benefit them nearly as much as a~ increased rate. 1193 

Drummond urged the men to cope as best they could within 

the coal industry as it existed, and never challenged the 



coal operators' right to set wages as they saw fit or 

profit from the men's work. He claimed to be able to 

"point out ... individuals who previous to the formation 

of the society w,ere over their heads and ears in debt, 

were helpless and hopeless . . . who . . . are now able to 

say that in a money sense they are in debt to no man. II 

This dramatic change was attributed to the work of the 
94 P.W.A. 
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Drummond presented a 13 point lecture for the "man 

really desirous of improving materially his position 

and anxious to raise himself on the social scale. 1195 

(These included advise such as "Never buy a thing unless 

it is absolutely needed", "Never look to others for help. 

Let each one rely on himself," and "Aim to live comfortably, 

while honestly, frugally and t~mporally".) Drummond 

deliberately promoted social mobility among the miners, 
' 

rather than suggest any kind of division between working 

people and the upper classes. He told the miners to look 

at themselves to discover t.~e cause of many of their 

problems. 

The Trades Journal contended that "If workingmen 

are not prosperous they have themselves to blame ... they 

seek to make reforms [in their workplace I before reforming 

themselves. They howl for bigger wages before they have 

acquired a knowledge [Jf] how properly to appropriate 

their earnings .... Unless the society is able to put a 

stop to the ... practice of drinking, which is keeping many 



of our workingmen poor, and despised - and [giving] the 

whole class a name it does not deserve, then the 

Association may kick against the tyranny of employers 
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in vain. Ignorance will prevail, vice will be rampant. 1196 

Drummond went so far in one of his lectures on this topic 

to suggest that every man could fulfill the common dream 

of making a visit to Scotland if only he would save the 

money that went to pay his "grog bill. 1197 Drummond's 

attitude toward liquor seems rather extreme, and it is 

tempting to interpret it as a means of avoiding the funda-

mental issue of inadequate wages. It is also important to 

recognize that the traditional acceptance of drink was 

being generally undermined by the development of 

industrialization. Although the new work discipline that 

accompanied the factories of the late 19th century in 

Canada was not as vital in the coal fields, the P.W.A. 

could not escape the growing wave of individualism that 

resulted from the breakdown of paternalistic ties between 

employer and employee. 98 The impersonal labour force 

described by Langdon, with its new self sufficiency, was 

forced to adopt the values of temperance, thrift and 

industriousness in order to survive. So while Drummond 

may have been the leading proponent of these values among 

the miners, their reasons for accepting such ideas had as 

much or more to do with the changing economy as the Grand 

Secretary's charisma. 

While it is obvious that Drummond had no intention 
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of drastically limiting the wealth of the coal masters, 

it is more difficult to determine to what extent the 

miners themselves questioned the operators' right to 

profit from their labour. Loyalist and ~ebel sentiment 

existed side by side within the P.W.A. When they were 

particularly hard pressed the miners would strike and 

fight for their survival - with or without Drummond's 

permission. No evidence can be found, however, to suggest 

that any elements in the early P.W.A. wanted to see the 

overthrow of capitalism. Most members of the Association 

seemed content with what they considered a fair deal 

within the boundaries of the free enterprize system. 

Although Drummond started out as a "rebel," he emerged at 

the end of his tenure as a "loyalist", comfortable within 

the Fielding government. Whether he purposefully manipu-

lated the miners to gain control of the P.W.A.,or was 

caught up in the same natural process of the centralization 

of power that was typical of most trade union organizations 

in the late 19th century, is difficult to ascertain. 

Probably both processes were at work. The ultimate effect 

on the P.W.A. was to weaken its power as a militant trade 

union and to redirect its energies, away from fighting for 

higher wages and job security, to the less antagonistic 

and non-traditionaL activities of political lobbying and 

legislative reform. 

By considering the "rebel" and "loyalist" aspects 

of various elements of the P.W.A., from the organization 
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of the union to its position on immigrant labour and its 

Scottish heritage, the ideology of the Association comes 

into focus. Throughout the 17 year period under study 

both loyalism to the trade and rebelliousness against it 

existed among the miners and within their union. To a 

large degree, Drummond promoted the former attitude, 

through his dual role of Grand Secretary and editor of 

the Trades Journal. He maintained that everyone involved 

in the coal industry could get a fair share out of it 

through mutual co-operation. The men were permitted to 

fight for their rights only through approved channels. 

The miners were willing to attempt this strategy, but 

soon realized its limitations. The alienation from their 

work and sense of shared oppression that had first 

brought them together to form the P.W.A. increased as the 

coal companies consolidated their control over the 

industry. The men were forced to unite in strikes 

against the companies in direct opposition to Drummond. 

As a result tensions developed within the union which 

were based, not only on a difference in strategy, but 

on a clash in ideologies. This situation eventually 

resulted in open conflict between the Grand Secretary 

and the miners and is discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter V 

Dissolution of a Union: The Company Store 

Dispute, The Knights of Labor and the 

Fall of Robert Drummond 

On 30 June 1898 Robert Drummond resigned as Grand 

Secretary of the P.W.A. after an 18 year tenure. Little 

was said in the Minutes of the Grand Council to explain 

this turn of events, but it was clear that the union faced 

grave internal problems, and that Drummond stood at the 

centre of the conflict. 

While scattered references to grumbling among rank 

and file members appeared in the Minutes throughout the 

late 1880s and 1890s1 it was not until the September 1896 

meeting of Grand Council that serious trouble erupted 
1 

within the P.W.A. - Then, to quell disruptive rumours about 

certain Cape Breton lodges being dissatisfied with Drummond 

and threatening to abandon the Association, the executive 

called upon all lodges to issue a joint press release pro-

claiming their confidence in the Grand Secretary. The 

proposed resolution was recorded in the Minutes of Grand 

Council. 

Whereas, from time to time there appears in 
the public press violent and malicious attack[s] 
upon our grand secretary, Bro. R. Drummond, in 
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which he is all but accused of betraying ... the 
best interests of the ... P.W.A., and 

Whereas such attacks ... convey .•. the idea 
that the members of the association have not the 
capacity or .•• intelligence to understand what 
they are doing or .•. who is likely to best put 
forward their interest[s]: · 

Therefore resolved, that this Grand Council 
hereby give expression to its utmost confidence 
in the integ~ity and ability of the grand 
secretary ... 
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The members of Keystone and Equity Lodges, initiators of 

the complaints, refused to join the others in supporting 

this motion, and were suspended from the Association. 

These dissidents nevertheless continued their attack on 

Drummond, and sent a letter dated 24 November 1896 to the 

Grand Secretary accusing him of being "unfaithful to the 

best interests of the Association." In his reply of 

1 December 1896, which Drummond distributed to all lodges 

for discussion, it became clear that the dispute focussed 

on the "company store question". This issue was a 

grievance of long standing among the Nova Scotia miners, 

especially in Cape Breton. There, the men were unemployed 

during the long winter months when ice in the harbours 

prevented the excavation and shipping of coal. The 

miners and their families were able to survive the 

winter season without pay until the operators needed 

them again in the spring only because the company store 

gave them credit. They became indebted to the store 

each winter and over the active summer months the company 

held back most of their wages to pay their debts. It was 

impossible for the miners to save enough money to get 



through the following winter without credit. A similar 

pattern developed at the other collieries where the 

employees were paid irregularly, or at best, monthly. 
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The company stores locked the men into a credit system 

from which they could not escape, and matters were made 

even worse because the stores overcharged for their goods. 

If the miners had had ready cash, they could have pur-

chased their food and other necessities elsewhere for 

less. In his study of the early 19th century Coal Fields 

and Coal Industry of Nova Scotia, Richard Brown commented, 

"We need not wonder that, under this system, the [coal] 

leasees ... made more profit by the sale of their stores 

than of their coal." 3 

The problems created by the company stores and 

infrequent payments were discussed regularly by members of 

the P.W.A., as a brief perusal of the Trades Journal shows. 

In his submission to the Royal Commission on Labor in 1888, 

Acadia miner W.S. Munsie explained that with fortnightly 

payments, the men could live on $5 to $8 less per month 

than under the current system of monthly payments, which 

necessitated buying on credit. Miner Duncan McIntyre of 

Caledonia agreed, and outlined for the Commission some 

price differences between the "company" and "cash" stores. 

His evidence included the following: one barrel of flour 

cost $6.25 at the company store and $5.50 at the cash 

store; one gallon of molasses was 509 compared to 409; 
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one pound of butter cost 229 - 269 compared to 209; and 

one pound of tea was 359 was opposed to 229 - 309.4 The 

manager of the mine argued that this was an exaggeration, . 
until McIntyre produced receipts to prove his claim. The 

miner then went on to point out that the average worker's 

wage was lower than what was needed to permit a decent 

existence in any case, and that the company stores only 

intensified the problem. 

Equity Lodge of Bridgeport, Cape Breton, had 

complained of the injustice of the company store system 

for at least a decade prior to the 1896 upheaval. A 

letter from the lodge printed in the 19 August 1885 Trades 

Journal told of the local company store charging 20% more 

than the cash stores. The less expensive establishments 

refused to deal with the miners who could only offer 

credit because the company store had first claim to their 

wages. 

The Grand Secretary was well aware of the problems 

created for the miners by the credit system. Drummond, 

himself,had failed to operate a cash store successfully in 

Lingan in the 1860s because the miners were in debt to the 

company. In his reply to the dissident lodges Drummond 

outlined the dispute as he perceived it. Keystone and 

Equity, he said, took the position that the company stores 

should be controlled by "legislation in favour of cash 

payments" and that such legislation should be sought by 
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the P.W.A. The coal companies would then be unable to 

garnishee wages, regardless of debts at their stores. The 

miners would be free to work out their own budgets and 

would have cash available to deal at whichever store they 

chose. After some discussion the Grand Secretary moved; 

"Recognizing that there are evils in connection with the 

Co. Store system as presently conducted, the Council 

appoint a committee .•• to draw up desirable modifications. 115 

A committee was struck and its members, including Robert 

Drummond, returned with the suggestion 

That after a date to be fixed upon by Gd. Council, 
the men now dealing in Company stores shall have 
the privilege of discontinuing further dealings; 
that the Co'y shall not, after a date to be fixed 
upon deduct from the wages of anyone who has left 
off dealing in the Company Store, and is in debt 
to the store, a larger sum than ten per cent of 
the debtor's earnings. Also that all orders be 
given monthly and for a specified amount.6 

The final clause in the proposal referred to yet another 

problem created by the credit system. The men often found 

that their own records differed from those kept by the 

store. The miners were frequently illiterate and, unable 

to substantiate their claims, were forced to pay the 

higher sum. It was hoped that a greater regulation of 

orders would help to end these discrep;ancies and save the 
7 men money. 

It was agreed by Council that, if the Dominion Coal 

Company, the chief antagonist in the company stores dis-

pute, refused to accept these conditions, the matter would 
8 be taken before the provincial government. Drummond was 



assigned to convey the decision to the company managers. 

Their response, he later reported, surprized him. They 

preferred simply to close the stores than to "do any . 
dabbling". If the men wanted the stores they would 
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remain open but without interference - otherwise they 

would be closed. Rather than apply for government legis-

lation, as agreed, the Grand Secretary chose to hold a 

referendum among the membership to determine a response, 

and announced a November date for the vote in the Trades 

Journal. 

"You know what took place subsequently", Drummond 

wrote angrily following the referendum, "though I do not 

know ... why certain of the collieries did not vote." 

It was understood that the vote was to be unfet-
tered, and without canvassing on either side. I 
understand the officials of the Company did no 
soliciting .•• but I am informed that there was 
some heavy canvassing by those opposed to the 
stores ••. 
whoever advised the men ... not to vote, advised 
them very badly • . . Some say, "oh the vote was 
for, or against, closing the stores. We are not 
for closing the stores, we are only against the 
stoppage of money for supplies." 
The stoppage of orders for supplies is precisely 
the same thing as closing the stores. Anyone 
should know that the Company will not give out 
supplies ..• unless it has security for payment .•.• 
This need not be discussed. I state it 
authoritatively.9 

Drummond went on to say that every man was free to 

deal wherever he pleased and if he chose not to deal at the 

company store he would be paid in cash. He then attacked 

Keystone's and Equity's petition, claiming that to demand 
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cash payments was equivalent to demanding a "law to 

prohibit workmen from giving orders," or the cessation of 

credit for miners and their families. 

Do you imagine I will so disgrace workingmen, in 
the eyes of the people of the province, as to ask 
for such a law, and by asking it say: "The men 
I have fought side by side with for 17 years, are 
not to be trusted to do with their own as they 
please; if we do not restrain them by law they will 
do injury to themselves". 
You realize, I presume, what such a law implies •.. 
if any Company is stopped from collecting for 
itself, it surely will not collect for any other 
there shall be no more stoppages for the P.W.A., 
or for churches, or in short, for anything.10 

Drummond's refusal to support Keystone and Equity 

Lodges in their battle against the company stores was per-

ceived by many of the men as a sell-out. The Grand 

Secretary was unwilling to fight for the basics the miners 

needed to survive - either for sufficient wages to allow 

them to manage without credit or, at the very least, for 

control over the percentage of their wage to be paid to 

the company stores. He failed the men by accepting the 

company's uncompromising position on the issue, and his 

referendum deliberately avoided the real question at 

stake. Many of the men realized this, and encouraged by 

active dissident members, refused to participate in the 

vote. 

Since the P.W.A. executive was unwilling to do the 

job, a bill concerning the company stores was placed before 

the Nova Scotia Assembly, sponsored by independent 

merchants from the mining communities and certain P.W.A. 
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lodges. 11 The bill called for cash payments to the coal 

miners and the installation of special inspectors to 

enforce this legislation. The official reaction of the 

P.W.A. to the proposed bill greatly surprized many of the 

Association's members, for Drummond aligned himself with 

D . . C 1 t bl k th 1 · 1 · 12 ominion oa o oc e egis ation. 

Siding with Dominion Coal against the miners over 

the company store legislation was probably the ultimate 

act of betrayal which lost Drummond the miners' support. 

The Grand Secretary apparently feared losing the company's 

friendship by fighting its credit system more than he 

feared alienating the men by refusing to struggle against 

it. Without the company's regularly collecting union 

dues for the P.W.A., as had become the custom, the 

Association would be placed in serious financial trouble. 

Drummond's own position and salary could conceivably be 

jeopardized. He therefore used all the influence he could 

wield to stamp out the movement against the company stores. 

The tempest culminated in 1896 with Keystone's 

and Equity's accusation of disloyalty. An assembly of 

Grand Council was summoned in May 1897 to settle the 

furor. At the meeting the two letters were read to the 

delegates, and Drummond challenged the offending lodges 

to prove their allegations. A three hour debate ensued, 

and in the end a report was submitted to Council stating 

that the "Grand Secretary had not acted in the best 

interests of the working men of Cape Breton on the company 
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store question ... and that criticism ... to this effect 

was fully justified."13 A second report declaring 

confidence in Drummond was also submitted and it was 

supported by the delegates in a vote of 1·2 to 5. Unity 

Lodge abstained from the vote, presumably because its 

representatives were divided on the issue. Keystone and 

Equity were warned to abide by the decisions of Council in 

the future or to terminate their connection with the P.W.A. 

Then, perhaps to assure the general membership of its 

interest in Cape Breton, and to rekindle interest there 

in the union, the Grand Council agreed to hold the 

society's annual anniversary celebration in Sydney the . 
following September. 

Despite this attempt to resolve the quarrel within 

the exclusive confines of Grand Council, the company stores 

remained a major subject of debate among the general mem-

bership. The September 1897 meeting of Grand Council was 

forced once again to devote time to the problem. Drummond 

complained that he was being criticized unfairly for his 

part in blocking the company store legislation placed 

before the House of Assembly. He claimed the practice of 

having wages stopped at the company office for payment of 

goods or various fees was "a right" that should be cherished 

and guarded by the men, not thrown away. "Why", Drummond 

demanded, "should it be necessary to restrain, by law, 

that which is permissable for all other classes of work-

men ... I cannot be party to depriving the miners of a 
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priviledge enjoyed by other classes of workmen. 1114 This 

attempt to confuse the men on the issue by invoking their 

pride was followed by a reminder that Equity and Keystone 

Lodges were once suspended from the union for refusing 

to accept a similar decision by Grand Council. It was 

made clear that other troublemakers would share their fate. 

He cautioned the men to pay no attention to these dis-

affected .members, insisting they had "no regard for the 

Association but to seek to further their own selfish 

ends. 1115 Drummond's threats and pleas had little effect 

on the miners, for before the year was out, the anger 

that had brewed among them for so many years was unleashed 

in a new direction. Not only was the Grand Secretary 

driven to resign his post by the events which ensued, 

but the P.W.A. was almost annihilated as well. This 

remarkable turn of events has been commonly referred to 

as the "invasion of the Knights of Labor". 

The Knights of Labor, America's largest and most 

important 19th century labour organization, was formed in 

Philadelphia in 1869 by a small group of garment cutters 

under the leadership of Master Workman Uriah Stephens. 

Until 1879 the Knights operated as a clandestine organiza-

tion, believing that through secrecy, co~operation and 

education, unity among working people could be achieved. 

The K. of L. advocated the universal organization of all 

workers, regardless of skill, sex, creed or colour. 

Stephens argued that "labor ... had to be powerful and 
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unified to cope with the strength of organized capital. 

The only organization of labor which would meet the power 

of capital was one which united workers of all trades, and 

was universal in scope." 16 . 
The symbol of the Knights was 

the globe, signifying this "Universal Organization." 

Although the K. of L. was not a radical union, and 

advocated "no conflict with legitimate enterprise, no 

antagonism to capital", and supported all laws that would 

"harmonize the interests of labor and capital", it also 

recognized that in every trade, capital had its "combina-

tions, and whether intended or not, they crush the manly 

hopes of labor, and trample poor humanity in the dust." 

Asserting that "labor is noble and holy", and "labor alone 

gives life and value to capital", the Knights called for 

"the complete emancipation of the wealth of the producers 

from the thraldom of wage slavery. 1117 

The Knights entered the anthractie regions of 

western Pennsylvania in 1871, and by the time the P.W.A. 

was formed were well known for their organizational work 

among the American coal miners as well as in other trades. 18 

In 1879 the K. of L. represented to the P.W.A. all that a 

miners' union should strive not to be. Drummond was 

anxious to distinguish for potential members the differences 

between the two organizations. 

The Miners' Association of this Province has no 
intention of pursuing the tactics of like 
Associations in the States, who do not seem to 
be in their proper element unless they cause a 



strike every few months. The Society warns all 
candidates not to expect that it will lend itself 
to any unjust or illegal measures for the purposes 
of forcing capital to give more to labour than its 
just rights ... 
it cautions against entertaining any views which 
may lead them to look upon Socialism or Communism 
otherwise than curses ... 19 
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By 1882, however, with the experience of the Lingan strike 

behind it, the P.W.A. urged its members to learn from the 

Knights. In one instance an extract from an address of 

the K. of L. Chicago District Ma.ster Workman to the 

Chicago Painters' Assembly was published in the Journal. 

The speech focused on the importance of mutual support 

and financial assistance among working people. The Journal 

advised ·that this message was the "safeguard of the future" 

for the P.W.A. and its members. 20 In 1885 another article 

appeared in the newspaper which explained the K. of L. 

struggle with the Wabash Railroad Company. A number of the 

workers were discharged because of their union affiliation, 

but a strike by the Knights forced the company to take the 

men back and to stop asking workers whether or not they 

belonged to the union. The lesson to be learned here, 

wrote Drummond, was that the large companies could be 

fought successfully, but only by this kind of combination 

by the workmen. 21 By the mid-1890s however, the leadership 

of the P.W.A. was forced to reverse its attitude toward 

the Knights once again, when the American union challenged 

the Association's jurisdictional authority in organizing 

the Nova Scotia miners. 



169 

Official reports of the Grand Council suggested 

that the Knights rather opportunistically used the debate 

over the company store to push their way into P.W.A. 
. 22 territory. Shortly after the 1897 meeting of Grand 

Council, and its official sanctioning of Drummond, K. of L. 

organizers entered Nova Scotia and P.W.A. lodges began to 

abandon the miners' union to join the Knights. Whether 

these organizers came to Nova Scotia by invitation, or on 

their own initiative remains uncertain, but rank and file 

members clearly welcomed the Knights as a more viable 

means of increasing their bargaining power. Certainly 

lodges such as Keystone, Equity and possibly Unity had 

good reason to initiate discussions with the Knights. 

Other lodges, like Visatergo, which was once suspended in 

. h f . ld . k 2 3 P ' h punis ment or a wi cat stri e, or ioneer, w ose 

pleas for action on low wages, overcrowding and other 

problems were repeatedly ignored, quickly followed the lead. 

An executive report described the events that followed: 

In the latter part of 1897 the Knights of Labor 
invaded the Province of Nova Scotia and carried 
on warfare for upwards of two years. They .•. 
succeeded greatly in weakening the membership 
of the P.W.A .•.•. to less than one thousand [from 
over 1,400 in 1896] .24 
For a time it appeared as if the P.W.A. was to 
disappear. Its membership had fallen over half. 25 

In 1898, A.B. McGillivray, head of the P.W.A. Cape 

Breton sub-council, took his membership over to the Knights 

en-masse. That year McGillivray's name appeared as the 

Cape Breton delegate to the annual convention of the K. of L. 



The problems of the remaining P.W.A. members were 

compounded by the fact that whole lodges were switching 

unions in this manner and taking whatever buildings and 

other property they had acquired since their formation 

over to the Knights with them. Little was left to 

remaining P.W.A. members except legal battles over lodge 

effects and ensuing debts. 

Of sixteen lodges, only three remained in good 
standing. The Grand Council was in debt .•. 
Lawsuits had been instituted over lodge property, 
the debts of which had to be paid by Grand Council. 
Such was the state of affairs [in 1899, which left] 
the P.W.A. a bankrupt and weakened organization.26 
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Despite this initial show of strength, the Knights were 

unable to eptablish themselves securely in Nova Scotia, 

and the P.W.A. began a gradual comeback. Possibly organi-

zational problems then facing the Knights in the United 

States prevented their putting maximum effort into the 

Nova Scotia campaign. Drummond's resignation as Grand 

Secretary in 1898 also may have encouraged the miners to 

return to the P.W.A. in hope of effecting further reforms. 

In any case, by the time of the September 1899 meeting 

of Grand Council, the Business Committee was able to 

report that the danger of annihilation had passed and the 

. 1 · . h . 27 vita ity of the P.W.A. was, once again, on t e rise. 

When Drummond resigned from the P.W.A. he left 

the Association in a confused state. For three months 

Robert D. Anderson held the office of Grand Secretary, 

and in December 1898, after William Corbett of Reserve 



Mines declined an unanimous election, John Moffatt took 

over the post. 28 Kind remarks were recorded in the 

Minutes in appreciation of Robert Drummond, and a 
-', 

committee was appointed to make a formal address and 

presentation to him. Nothing was said to indicate that 

the Grand Secretary had been driven out of the P.W.A. by 

a dissatisfied membership. 29 
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It is not clear exactly why Robert Drummond 

resigned his position with the P.W.A. in June 1898. 

Throughout the union's battle with the K. of L. he stead-

fastly refused to acknowledge that the company stores 

constituted "an evil", or that his refusal to fight 

against the eystem was a betrayal of the miners. He 

clung to the reins of power throughout the bitter days of 

1896 - 1898 despite the political enemies he made and the 

fact that these politicians "secretly and sometimes openly" 

attempted "to have the Grand Secretary ousted. 113° Finally 

in 1898, on the advice of a friend identified only as 

"one largely interested in the coal trade", Drummond sub-

mitted his resignation and stopped publication of the 

Trades Journal. Only a week lat~r, he began editing his 

d h ' . . . R d 31 h ' h secon newspaper, t e Maritime Mining ecor, w ic was 

intended to "devote its attention to the coal trade as a 

whole, and not to a section of it only 11 • 32 Drummond 

carried on as a member of the Legislative Council and 

governmental advisor on the coal industry, apparently 

undaunted by the events of the past two years. In 1918 he 



172 

published Minerals and Mining in Nova Scotia. The former 

Grand Secretary retired from public life in 1924 and died 

the following year at the age of as. 33 

The debate over P.W.A. 's position on the company ·· 

stores forced a confrontation between the loyalist and 

rebel elements within the union. The company stores issue 

reverberated beyond the specific grievance and came to 

symbolize .the oppression and exploitation of the miners 

by Domco and the other large companies. Drummond's 

position on the issue was typical of his overall attitude 

toward the miners' complaints. He recognized that the 

stores were unfair and injurious to the miners and was 

willing to pursue moderate reforms in his own cautious 

way. When Domco refused to implement the union~ proposals 

for changes in the company store system, however, he 

simply accepted their position and~eversed his own 

attitude. With his articulate control of Grand Council 

meetings and his referendum he tried to convince the miners 

to do the same. He was able to persuade some members of 

Council to let the issue pass but not those who were 

more seriously affected by the stores. These dissidents 

were able to rally major support among rank and file 

members. At first the miners tried to push Drummond to 

action on the issue, but when all efforts failed, they 

abandoned the union to join the Knights of Labor. Only 

after Drummond resigned his position and the viability of 

the Knights in Nova Scotia crumbled were the miners 
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willing to give the P.W.A. a second chance. Clearly these 

men wanted direct action on their day-to-day problems of 

low wages, long hours and poor working conditions. They 
. 

no longer expected to get these things from a benevolent 

employer, and no longer put their faith in politicians, 

but realized that the times had changed and only a power-

ful union could protect their rights. Public respect and 

the right to vote were desirable to these people, but 

their basic needs had to be met first. Fired by this 

demand, the P.W.A. would get off to a better start on its 

next 19 years, but when the union failed them a second time 

they would abandon it for good. A more militant union 

would be built by these men that would leave its mark on • 
the history of Nova Scotia. 34 A brief outline of the 

P.W.A.'s final years is presented in the Epilogue follow-

ing the final conclusions. 
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Conclusions 

The formation of the P.W.A. in 1879 introduced a 

new era in labour-capital relations in the coal industry 

of Nova Scotia. Although the life of the miner prior to 

the 1870s was not an easy one, local control and the small 

size of the industry permitted a paternalistic relationship 

to exist between the coal operators and the men. A tradi-

tion of loyalism to the trade was carried by the miners 

despite the fact that at .times they fought fiercely 

against the companies to protect their interests. The 

consolidation movement that occurred in the coal industry 

with the advance of industrial capitalism disrupted this 

arrangement and made more intense conflict inevitable in 

the late 19th century. A small number of outside concerns 

from Boston, London and Montreal took control of the trade 

in these years and competed aggressively for external 

markets. The problems encountered by the miners 

resulted largely from economic constraints imposed by 

these rival companies in their push for greater profits. 

This situation and the rapid growth of the industry meant 

the miners lost much of their traditional control over 

the workplace. As the men became increasingly aware of 

the differences between their own interests as workers, 
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and those of the coal masters, their loyalism began to 

give way to rebelliousness. The need to organize workers 

on' a large scale to protect their interests became more 
' 

and more evident, and propelled the men toward unionism 

and the formation of the P.W.A. 

Initially the union appeared to be very strong and 

militant. News of early strike victories spread throughout 

the coal fields and membership increased rapidly in the 

early 1880s. Company managers and directors were alarmed 

and hostile. The P.W.A., however, was not a radical 

organization. Its goals for improving the condition of 

miners placed as much emphasis on enhanced social status 

as on higher wages or shorter hours of labour. Its 

strategy for achieving these ends stressed calm negotia-

tion with management and political involvement more than 

sttj.kes. Although the P.W.A. was able to win a considerable 

number of legislative reforms during its first 19 years, 

some of which were undeniably valuable, many of the new 

regulations were never fully implemented. Some of the 

most crucial problems faced by the miners were ignored 

or never tackled seriously by the union. The Association 
' refused to accept the inevitability of antagonism between 

labour and management, but operated on the assumption 

that the rational management of the industry could, and 

would, result in profits for all. At first Robert Drummond 

seemed to be sincere in his wish to help the miners and 

followed what he considered to be a worthy Scottish 
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precedent in his work. Unfortunately, his belief in 

class harmony was never matched by the Liberal government 

or by the coal companies. Both parties took advantage of 

the union's good will, and did not even stop short of 

sending armed troops to a strike location to suppress 

the miners. Throughout the 1880s the miners enthusiastically 

displayed their willingness to try Drummond's genteel 

methods to protect their interests, but when these tactics 

failed the men resorted to strikes, despite the Grand 

Secretary's disapproval. Drummond's refusal to combat the 

companies aggressively eventually lost him the miners' 

support. Tensions between rebel and loyalist sentiments 

within the union ultimately were drawn out in the company 

store dispute. Secure in his lifetime position as a 

member of the Nova Scotia Legislative Council, Drummond 

led the loyalist faction, and alligned himself with the 

coal companies against the dissident miners. When the 

Knights of Labor offered an alternative means of organiza-

tion to these men, they abandoned the P.W.A. in droves. 

Clearly the miners were convinced that a powerful 

industrial union prepared to wage major strikes against 

the huge, amalgamated companies was the only effective 

way to protect their rights. 

Given its weaknesses, and its failure to meet some 

of the most basic needs of the miners during this period, 

the P.W.A. can be considered only a moderately successful 

union organization. Perhaps its most important achievement 
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was simply in bringing together coal miners from all over 

Nova Scotia for the first time. By gathering to discuss 
\ 

their problems in lodge meetings, or by participating in 

political, leisure or strike activities together, the 

miners developed a greater sense of camaraderie and 

solidarity than previously possible. They began to see 

their problems as common ones, imposed on them as 

working people, and they consequently developed a rebel 

attitude toward the coal operators in place of their 

loyalism. Without the experiences of the 1880s and 1890s 

the miners would not have been prepared to reject Drummond 

and his brand of unionism as they did in 1898. The seeds 

of class consciousness sowed by the P.W.A. among the 

Nova Scotia miners reached maturity' in the labour 

struggles of the 1920s. 



Epilogue 

The Moffatt Years 1898 - 1917 

The P.W.A. carried on under the leadership of its 

second Grand Secretary, John Moffatt, for another 19 years. 

Like Drummond, Moffatt was a Scot and a newspaper 

correspondent, 1 but initially at least t~e new Grand 

Secretary had a notably different approach to his work 

with the P.W.A. Under Moffatt's direction the Association 

launched a desperate campaign to win back the miners. 

Because of the Trades Journal demise, a second union 

newspaper called the Searchlight was established, with 

the intention to be "non-political, temperate and in the 

interests of the workingmen." 2 This move away from 
• 

political lobbying was a carefully determined strategy by 

the P.W.A. The union had decided to devote its energies 

to the concrete issues of raising the wages and standard 

of living of its members rather than simply elevating just 

their social status. Fighting fire with fire, the union 

actively adopted the Knights' industrial organizational 

tactics and began recruiting memberships from all sectors 

of the Nova Scotia working class. A major victory was 

won in 1900 when the union achieved its first general 
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increment, an advance of 10% for all its members employed 

by the Dominion Coal Company. 3 The following year Pictou 
' 

and Cumberland workers received a 12% raise in pay. 4 
' 

Another significant accomplishment came in 1905 with the 

signing of the first collective agreement between Domco 

and the P.W.A. In 1906 the first closed shop contract was 

won with the Inverness Railway and Coal Company. 5 These 

victories combined with the union's province wide organ-

izational drive to bring memberships flooding in. At its 

peak, over 100 categories of workers were organized, every 

colliery in the province, large and small, was connected 

with the union, and membership reached over 8,000. 6 

This overwhelming success of the P.W.A. following 

Drummond's resignation cannot, however, be attributed 

simply to Moffatt's new organizational strategy. As 

suggested in the federal government's 1915 report in 

Labour Organization in Canada, the Nova Scotia coal industry 

experienced a significant upswing in the early years of the 

20th century. This new prosperity was reflected in these 

increases in the otherwise low wages of the miners. The 

report conceded that the P.W.A. probably helped to effect 

this change but made it clear that the new economic 

prosperity of the period primarily was responsible. 7 

In his writings from a later period John Moffatt 

confirmed this analysis. He acknowledged that in 1900 the 

price received for coal by Domco rose from $2 to over $3 

per ton. Coal output meanwhile increased from 1,280,000 
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tons in 1881 to 3,625,000 tons in 1901 and continued to 

rise.~ This favourable situation, said Moffatt, prompted 

the P.W.A. to call for the raises which the men won in 

1901. 9 

Given the prosperous economic situation at the 

time of the P.W.A.'s successful campaign to raise the 

miners' wages, it is not surprizing that the union's new 

found strength vanished when the companies began to 

economize. 10 This became clear to many of the members 

of the Association in 1904 when the union was forced to 

confront the Dominion Iron and Steel Company. In 

December 1903 the Sydney company reduced the wages of the 

steelworkers, who were members of the P.W.A. The men were 

forced to strike after several months of attempted negotia-

tions failed. The company lost no time in bringing in 

non-union labour and production was scarcely affected. 

With no hope of victory in sight, the defeated strikers 

eventually returned to their jobs. 

Discouraged by the P.W.A.'s powerlessness, James 

B. McLachlan of Drummond Lodge contacted the United Mine 

Workers of America (U.M.W.A.), an International union 

currently active in the American coal fields and in the 

Canadian west. U.M.W.A. representative Peter Patterson 

of western Canada's District 18 arrived in Nova Scotia 

shortly thereafter, and a second battle over who was to 
11 organize the province's coal miners began. In 1908, 

the P.W.A.'s founding local, Springhill's powerful 

( 
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Pioneer Lodge, reconstituted itself along with nearby 

Rock Lodge as Local 469, U.M.W.A. 12 Other P.W.A. lodges 

quickly followed suite. 13 In March 1909 Cape Breton's 

famous District 26 was inaugurated.The rival unions found 

themselves supported by approximately equal numbers of 

miners and other workers, and a showdown between the P.W.A. 

d -1-h• U M W " b ' · bl 14 an ~e ... ~. ecarne inevita e. 

In 1909 strikes were launched by the U.M.W.A. in 

Springhill against the Cumberland Railway and Coal Company 

and in Sydney against Dominion· Coal. The walkouts, which 

lasted from August 1909 - May 1911 and from July 1909 -

April 1910 respectively, 15 represented a struggle for 

recognitionof the International union. P.W.A. members 

continued to work alongside non-union labour while the 

strikes were in progress, protected by armed guards, 

electrified fences and barbed wire. The Association went 

so far as to support Domco's request for militia protection 

from Ottawa. 16 Despite massive financial support from the 

parent union, a total of over one million dollars, the 

strikers eventually were forced to concede the struggle 

and return to their jobs. Both strikes ended in defeat, 

with the U.M.W.A. rejected by the companies as the official 

bargaining agent of the men, and legal recognition refused 
17 the union by the Nova Scotia House of Assembly. Despite 

attempts to remain intact, U.M.W.A. membership fell 

sharply after this point and in 1915 District 26 saw its 

charter revoked for lack of members. 



By this time the P.W.A. was seen by many of the 

miners as nothing more than a company union. Moffatt 

made no further serious attempts to keep the mens wages 
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in line with the rapidly accelerating cost of living 

experienced during the war years. As conditions worsened, 

James McLachlan began to organize the miners into yet 

another trade union, the United Mine Workers of Nova Scotia. 

By 1916 over half of the province's miners had joined the 

new organization, and tensions mounted between it and the 

P.W.A. Finally in 1917 a federal Royal Commission was 

appointed to investigate the situation and to assess the 

conditions faced by the Nova Scotia miners. The commis-

sioners quickly recommended an immediate increase in the 

workers' wages, and persuaded the two rival unions to 

sit down together in negotiations. In June 1917 the 

Amalgamated Mine Workers of Nova Scotia emerged as an -, 

alliance of the two organizations. John Moffatt and 

several other leading P.W.A. officials thereupon resigned 

their posts, and James McLachlan rose to take on the 

leadership of the amalgamation. A year later a referendum 

held among the men decided by a vote of 98% to affiliate 

with the U.M.W.A. and District 26 was re-instituted. 

The Provincial Workmen's Association disappeared from 

Nova Scotia forever, and the miners of the U.M.W.A. 

prepared for the tumultuous battles of the 1920s. 
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Appendix A '\ 

Nova Scotia Coal Sales 1785 - 1900 

Year Sales Year Sales 
1785 1,668 1821 11,388 
1786 2,000 1822 7,512 1787} 1823} 
1788 10,681 1824 27,000 
1789 1825 
1790 1826 12,600 
1791 2,670 1827 12,149 
1792 2,143 1828 20,967 

1829 21,935 1793 1,926 1830 27,269 1794 4,405 
1795 5,320 1831 37,170 
1796 5,249 1832 50,369 
1797 6,039 1833 64,743 
1798 5,948 1834 50,813 
1799 8,947 1835 56,434 
1800 8,401 1836 107,593 
1801 5 I 7 75 1837 118,942 
1802 7,769 1838 106,730 
1803 6,601 1839 145,962 
1804 5,976 1840 101,198 
1805 10,130 1841 148,298 
1806 4,938 1842 129,708 
1807 5,119 1843 105,161 
1808 6,616 1844 108,482 
1809 8,919 1845 150,674 
1810 8,609 1846 147,506 
1811 8,516 1847 201,650 

1848 187,643 1812 9,570 1849 174,592 1813 9,744 1850 180,084 1814 . 9,866 
1815 9,336 
1816 8,619 
1817 9,284 
1818 7,920 
1819 8,692 
1820 9,980 
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Year Sales Year Sales 
1851 153,499 1881 1,035,014 
1852 188,076 1882 1,250,179 
1853 217,416 188 3 1,297,523 
1854 234,812 1884 1,261,650 
1855 238,215 1885 \ 1,254,510 
1856 253,492 1886 1,373,666 
1857 294,198 1887 1,519,684 
1858 226,725 1888 1,576,692 
1859 270,293 1889 1,755,107 
1860 322,593 1890 1,786,111 
1861 326,429 1891 1,849,945 
1862 395,637 1892 1,752,934 
1863 459,351 1893 1,485, 9 24 
1864 576,935 1894 2,019,742 
1865 635,586 1895 1,831,357 
1866 558,520 1896 2,047,133 
1867 471,185 1897 2,013.,421 
1868 453,624 1898 2,135,397 
1869 511,795 1899 2,419,137 
1870 568,277 1900 2,997,546 
1871 596,418 
1872 785,914 
1873 811,:1.06 
1874 749,127 
1875 706,795 
1876 634,207 
1877 697,665 
1878 693,511 
1879 688,628 
1880 954,659 

Source: Nova Scotia Department of Mines Reports. 



A!2l~endix B 

Nova Scotia Coal Sales to the United States 1850-1900 

Year Tons Duty 

1850 118,173 24% 
1851 116,274 11 

1852 87,542 II 

1853 120,764 II 

1854 139,125 Free 
1855 103,322 II 

1856 126,152 II 

·1957 123,335 II 

1858 136,743 II 

1859 122,720 II 

1860 149,289 II 

1861 204,457 II 

1862 192,612 II 

1863 282,775 II 

1864 347,594 II 

1865 465,194 II 

1866 404,352 II 

1867 338,492 $1.25 
1868 228,132 II 

1869 257,485 II 

1870 168,180 II 

1871 165,431 .75 
1872 154,092 II 

1873 254,760 II 

1874 138,336 II 

1875 89,746 II 

1876 71,634 II 

1877 118,216 II 

1878 88,495 II 

1879 51,641 II 

1880 123,423 II 

1881 113,728 II 

1882 99,302 II 

188 3 102,755 
1884 64,515 
1885 34,483 
1886 66,003 
1887 73,892 
1888 30,198 
1889 29,987 
1890 50,854 II 
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Year Tons Duty 

1891 25,431 .75 
1892 13,883 II 

1893 16,099 II 

1894 79,837 (9 mths) .40 on round .15 on slack 
1895 73,097 II 

1896 174,919 II 

1897 106,279 .67 
1898 98,027 ll 

1899 153,188 " 
1900 624,273 II 

Source: Nova Scotia Department of Mines Reports. 
The sales from 1850 to 1872 are from the Philadelphia 
Board of Trade and, are probably underestimated. 
The Nova Scotia fiscal year, since 1893, ends 
Sept. 30. 



Appendix C 

P.W.A. Lodges 1879 - 1898* 

1879 
1. Pioneer, Springhill 
2. Cameron, Acadia and Drummond Mines, Westville 
3. Fidelity, Stellarton 
4. McBean, Vale Mine, Thorburn 

1880 
5. Gladstone, Acadia Mine, Westville 
6. Neptune, South Pictou 
7. Visatergo, Granton Wharf 

1881 
8. Drummond, South Mines 
9. Island, Bridgeport 

10. Unity, Bridgeport 
11. Equity, Caledonia Mines, Bridgeport 
12. Banner, Port Morien, Cow Bay 
13. Eastern, Block House Mines, Cow Bay 
14. Keystone, Little Glace Bay 
15. Coping Stone, Lingan 
16. Wilson, Ontario Mine, Big Glace Bay 
17. Flint, New Glasgow 
18. Our Rights, Trenton 
17. Progress, Cape Breton 
18. Brunswick, Joggins** 

dates uncertain - 1880s 

1891 

1893 

19. Cape Breton, Sydney 
20. International, Whitney Pier 
21. Rock, Springhill 
22. Victoria, Victoria Mines 

Unity, Reserve Mines, Glace Bay 
Concord, Amherst 
Mechanics, Springhill 

Cadegan, Victoria Mines 
Holdfast, Joggins 
Maple Leaf, Westville 
Progress, Old Bridgeport 
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1896 
Neptune, Louisburg 

dates uncertain - 1890s 

* 

** 

Golden Rule, Dominion No. 1 
Power, New Victoria 
Mechanics, Victoria Mines 

No comprehensive record of lodges was found among P.W.A. 
documents. This list has been compiled from references 
in the various sources, and is probably incomplete. 
Possibly due to some lodges folding, new lodges 
occasionally took on the names or lodge numbers of 
earlier lodges 
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