J. Donald Wilson

"THE CANADIAN
SOJOURN OF A
FINNISH-AMERICAN
RADICAL”

John Wiita, alias Henry Puro, was not a
major figure in Finnish-Canadian radical
circles when compared with the likes of
J.W. Ahlgvist and A.T. Hill, both leading
Canadian communists. But he was intimately
involved in the founding of the Waorkers’
Party of Canada in 1921-1922 which even-
tually became the Communist Party of
Canada (CPC)', and editor of the Finnish
socialist newspaper Vapaus (Liberty) from
1919 to 1923. In the United States where
he spent most of his life after arriving from
Finland at the age of seventeen, Wiita was,
according to one scholar, “‘perhaps the
most prominent of Finnish-American leaders
in the 1920's and 1930's” and ''the leading
figure of the first decade of the Finnish-
American communist movement.”"2
Although Wiita was clearly a "leader"’,
his lifetime experiences were typical for
many Finnish immigrants to North America:
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arrival as a young man, unskilled in industrial
occupations;, work on railroads, in logging
camps, on coal and ore docks; transiency
and economic insecurity; saloon and tavern
life in the evenings; drift into socialism,
first “hall socialism’ for its spiritual succour
and later, for a minority, dedication to so-
cialist revolution. As Wiita himself put it:”’|
know that my joining the membership and
activities of the Finnish Socialist Branch in
Superior (Wisconsin), lifted my morale, gave
purpose to my life, raised my cultural level,
and aroused my eagerness to study and to
understand social and political questions.”
Meeting such personalities as Eugene V. Debs
and Big Bill"” Haywood "lifted our spirits
and strengthened our belief in the cause of
the working people.”3 Like many others,
converted to socialism in the United States,
Wiita - eventually became so disillusioned
with the Communist Party that he deserted
it and retreated from political life altogether.
Finally, Wiita was typical of the fairly exten-
sive crossborder movement of hundreds of
Canadian and American Finns in the first
three decades of this century.

Escaping the American draft in the spring
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of 1918, Wiita headed north for Canada.
There he settled with a fellow socialist,
newspaper editor and draft evader, Elis Sul-
kanen on a farm in Finland, Ontario, west
of present-day Thunder Bay. After the
armistice was declared in November, 1918,
he surfaced in Port Arthur briefly, then
proceeded to Toronto where he met J.W.
Ahlqvist, secretary of the Finnish Social-
ist Organization of Canada (FSOC). Ahi-
gqvist and an-executive member John Latva,
later the chief organizer of the exodus of
Finnish-Canadians to Soviet Karelia in
1931-32, beftjended Wiita, no doubt familiar
with his previous editorial work on the Ame-
rican socialist newspapers TyOmies {The
Worker) and Sosialisti (The Socialist), in
Superior, Wisgonsin, and Duluth, Minnesota,
respectively.{Within a few months Wiita was
called upon 1o become editor of Vapaus,
the organ of the FSOC and from 1924
closely linked with the Communist Party
of Canada. In that capacity Wiita in effect
served two masters: the left-wing Finnish-
Canadian social and cultural organization
(FSOC which went through successive name
changes, the last being the Finnish Organiza-
tion of Canada), and the Communist Party
of Canada of which Finns made up a large
component of the rank-and-file membership.
In addition because of his former qualified
support of the tWW cause {Industrial Workers
of the World), 1t is not surprising that Wiita
used the pages of Vapaus to give “all possi-
ble publicity. to OBU organizational work."”
The One 8ig; Union was in a sense the coun-
terpart of the IWW in Canada with its vision
of industrial’ unionism and “social transfor-
mation being attained through a general
strike that would leave the workers in control
of |:>r0duction."4 In the early 1920’s the
OBU was particularly strong among lumber
workers in Northern Ontario, and Wiita's
account which follows makes ampie reference
to this fact.

Although he made common cause with
local Finmsh IWW branches, Witta was not
an unqguatified supporter of that organiza-
tion.®> He agreed with the principle of in-
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dustrial unionism but he opposed the
(WW's anarchosyndicalist hopes of solving
the problems of society through a general
strike. For him political action directed
against capitalism was the answer, namely
organizing a political party and running
candidates for office. His heavy accent and
broken English militated against his running
for office during his active years with the
Communist Party of the United States. After
World War If and his departure from the
Party, he briefly entertained vain hopes of
running as a Democrat, but his Communist
background precluded such a development.®

John Higham has argued that “‘ethnic
groups in an open society are, in some de-
gree yet to be specified, the creation of their
leaders.”””? For the left-wing Finnish commu-
nity in the United States, and to a lesser de-
gree in Canada, John Wiita was such a person.
But, amazingly, several other Finnish immi-
grants assumed leadership roles in both the
U.S. and Canada. One thinks of Matti Ku-
rikka and A.B. Makeld who at the beginning
of the century became known continent-
wide because of their utopian socialist
settlement at Sointula, British Columbia
and their newspaper Aika (Time). Both
edited newspapers in the United States (New
Yorkin Uutiset and Toveri, respectively) and
travetled widely in that country.8 Similarty,
Moses Hahl, one of the early socialist agita-
tors among American Finns, was editorial
staff member of Raivaaja (The Pioneer) and
TyOmies in the United States as well as Ty6-
kansa (Working People) in Port Arthur just
before World Was [. Frans Josef Syrjala, a
tailor, immigrated first to Toronto in 1903,
helped to set up the "Iso Paja (Big Shop) of
socialistminded tailors there, before migrat-
ing to the United States where as editor-in-
chief of Raivaaja in Fitchburg, Massachusetts,
he became the leading figure in the Finnish-
American social democratic movement for
about two decades. Wiita’s friend-in-exile
Elis Sulkanen, was a well-established editar
for Tydomies and Sosialisti before moving to
Canada in 1916-1918 and then became the
editor of Eteenpain (Forward) and Raivaaja



thereafter.

John Wiita was born in Vaasa province in
western Finland in 1888. He attended public
school and worked on his father’s farm until
at the age of seventeen he set sail for the
United States. Landing via Canada in Supe-
rior, Wisconsin late in 1905, he began work-
tng on a railroad maintenance crew and then
switched to the Coal Docks area where the
pay was better. His life in those days was a
combination of long work days and long
drinking bouts in the evening. "This was the
only kind of recreation and social life,” Wii-
ta reported, “‘unless you wanted to go to
rotten movies (silent at that time) or the
tive' show places where the girls were showing
their legs as they danced and sang."9

Born and raised in a ''deeply religious
home' in a rural area of Finland, this style
of living was entirely new to the young Wiita.
An even greater change, indeed a turning
point, occwred through a friendship he
developed with a Victor Staudinger who
through working in Alberta coal mines had
become attracted to socialist ideas. Through
his influence Wiita began subscribing to the
newspaper Tyomies then published in
Hancock, Michigan, and later in Superior.
Soon thereafter in April 1907 Wiita joined
the Superior branch of the Finnish Socialist
Federation’s (FSF} Midwest District. “'This
was the beginning of the transformation of
my life. No longer was ) to spend my free
time in saloons. Instead | was beginning
to think about social, political, and econom-
ic matters, and self-education of myself on
the prablems of the working people.”1 0

Then for a few months in the fall and
winter of 1907-08, Wiite in the company of
a few Finnish friends became a ""btanketstiff”’
and headed west for the lumber camps of
eastern Washington and Montana. There he
also worked for a spell with a construction
gang on the Northern Pacific Railroad. The
work was hard, the living conditions difficult
and unpleasant {the men had to carry their
blankets and personal effects from camp to
camp), and one day when he was caught
sitting down for a moment to rest, he was

fired on the spot. Heading into the nearest
Montana town to cash his last pay check, he
"found out that there was no money in
circulation, only local ‘crips’ {(he means
“scrips’’) that were good onty in local stores
for supplies.’”” Eventually a bout of “fever”
and a period of hospitalization prompted
Wiita to write his uncle in Superior for train
fare “home’’. Back in familiar surroundings
he became '‘more and more a cenvinced
socialist and saw the needs of working people
to educate an organize themselves, in order
to improve their conditions, especially re-
calling my recent experiences and conditions
at the Western lumber and railroad camps. '’

'

Wiita’s conviction about the need to
“educate and organize’* led him in two
directions at once. First, he bacame more
and more active in the Superior branch of
the FSF, eventually in August 1910 being
elected secretary of the Central District
which comprised the Upper Midwest states.
Secondly, he began to attend the Work
People’s College (TyOvaen Opisto) in Duluth,
which had been founded in 1903 by the
Finnish evangelical Lutheran National Church
as a "'Folk School’’ but which by 1907 had
been taken over by socialists and converted
into a Marxist adult education school.'?
Beginning as a student Wiita became in
succession secretary of the College and an
assistant instructor in 1910, director of the
Correspondence Schoot (Kirjeenvaihtokoulu)
in 1912 and eventually from late 1914 to
1916 Dean of Faculty succeeding Leo Lauk-
ki, the brilliant teacher, orator, newspaper
editor, and later, in exile, university lecturer
in Leningrad and Tass correspondent in
Tashkent.!3 The years spent at Work Peo-
ple’s College left Wiita with an excellent
reading comprehension of English although
his spoken English was affected adversely
by the many years during which he spent
most of his time with Finns.'4 Wiita credits
the College with directing "“the future course
of my life and prepar{ing) me for many of
those responsibte positions of the Finnish-
American tabor movement, which my fellow
workers entrusted to me.””*® (n the mean-



time Wiita had served for a brief time on the
editorial staff and as editor-in-chief of Toveri
(Comrade) in Astoria, Oregon, and in June
1915 was named chief editor of Sosialisti in
Duluth until it became later in the year
under Leo Laukki a “pure and simple IWW
organ with all its syndicalist theories and
practices”.18

From early 1916 until February of the
next year Wiita worked in automobile facto-
ries and machine shops in Detroit. He took
night courses and participated in activities
of the Sacialist Party of America, returning
eventually to Duluth/Superior where he took
up an editorial position with Tyomies. With
the U.S. entry into the war and the prospect
of the draft Wiita then fled to Canada in the
spring of 1918, following a pattern already
established by hundreds (Wiita says “thou-
sands’’) of other Finnish socialists and [WW
supporters. As George Bowering reminds us,
"“Refugees from the military situations in
the United States have always formed an
important part of Canadian immigration.”"!”
Wiita’s reasons for fleeing, he told his son
later, were political not pacifist, part of the
radical socialists’ overall opposition to the
war as an imperialist venture.'8

Once in Canada Wiita settled on a farm in
Finland, Ontario, with his friend and fetlow
editor, Elis Sutkanen and his wife. ft is not
clear whether by “Finland’” Wiita meant a
small rural community by that name north
and west of International Falls/Fort Frances
near the Minnesota border, or perhaps the
community of Suomi (the Finnish word for
Finland) located some forty miles southwest
of present-day Thunder Bay (then Fort
William and Port Arthur). Circumstantial
evidence suggests it might have been the
latter. Its isotation, reachable only by train
from the Canadian Lakehead (Port Arthur,
Dututh and Western Railway), made it an
ideal hideaway for the likes of Wiita and
Sulkanen. The railway, torn up inthe 1930's,
continued only as far west as Gunflint Lake
six miles beyond the U.S. border. The
region around Suomi is dotted with lakes -
Wiita mentions five in the vicinity of their
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farm - and the most notable industry up to
the 1930's was lumber and silver mining.
Wiita mentions working at a lumber camp
making railroad ties. Also, when he left for
Port Arthur he says they took the train. A
further point of interest is the fact that
Suomi was, according to one account, “a
storm centre of Finnish left-wing political
activity.” 19 There were active branches of
the Finnish Organization of Canada and the
IWW in the community as late as the 1930's
and not one church.20

During his stay in Canada Wiita assumed
the name Henry Puro. Arja Pilli recounts
how in the summer of 1919 the RCMP were
suspicious that Henry Puro was John Wiita,
but abandoned investigations because of con-
fusion about Finnish names: the police had
confused John Wiita with John Wirta, anoth-
er man who did not resemble Puro.2 Wiita's
recotlection of his Canadian sojourn in the
excerpt which follows includes reference to
his associations in Toronto with J.W. Ahl-
gvist and John Latva. Ahlqvist was the most
prominent anf powerful member of the
Finnish Socialist QOrganization of Canada
(tater Finnish Organization of Canada) at
that time. He was one of the original mem-
bers of “Iso Paja’” {the Big Shop} a collective
workshop of Finnish tailors in Toronto, and
was instrumental in forming a Finnish
socialist club there in 1905 which then join-
ed the Socialist Party of Canada (SPC). In
1910, when a split occurred in the SPC,
Ahlgvist led a great many Finns to the
Social Democratic Party of Canada the next
year. In the earty 1920’s he was active in
the formation of the Workers’ (Communist)
Party of Canada and the Finnish Organiza-
tion of Canada in 1923. He worked hard for
both until his death in 1940, although for a
brief period in 1929 he was suspended from
the party. John Latva was the main Canadian
organizer of the migration of Finnish-Cana-
dians to Soviet Karelia in 1931-32. Recruit-
ing was conducted through a Toronto office
known as Technical Aid to Soviet Karelia.?2

Another Finnish-Canadian Communist
whom . Wiita (Puro) met at this time was



A T. (Tom) Hill. Born in 1897, Hill was a
leading young Communist and in 1921-24
and 1926-1929 he was secretary of the
FSOC (or the FOC). In 1922 Hill became
secretary of the Young Workers' Party of
Canada, and in 1924 went to Moscow to
attend the Fifth Comintern Congress. After
his return he became a Communist Party
organizer. Throughout his life until his
death in 1978 he served as a liaison between
the Party and its Finnish members and
sympathizers.

Wiita stayed on in Canada until 1923
busying himself as he recounts with his duties
as editor of Vapaus and his work on behalf
of FSOC. When he reentered the United
states, he gave his real name and simply
told U.S. Immigration authorities he was
returning home. There was no. trouble.23
He immediately resumed {(until 1925} his
newspaper career on the editorial staff of
Eteenpiin in Worcester, Massachusetts, where
coincidentally his old friend Elis Sulkanen
was editor-in-chief. He became active in the
local branch of the Workers’ (Communist)
Party thus launching two decades of devoted
membership in the Communist Party of the
U.S.A. Wiita "“actually became the leading
figure of the Finnish-American communist
movement in the 1920,"” according to one
historian.24 At the 1925 convention of the
Workers’ Party held in Chicago Wiita was
elected to the Party’s Central Committee
and became director of the move to reorgan-
ize the Finnish Federation of the party during
the famous ''Bolshevization'’ crisis (1924-
25) when the party’s various language
federations were abolished and the autono-
mous Finnish Federation was dissolved and
replaced by the Center of Finnish Workers’
Clubs.2% Wiita {Puro) thus became an im-
portant cog in Bolshevization among the
Finns, a process that saw the number of
Finnish party members decline from 6,410
in June 1925 to a membership on only
2.000 in the newly formed shop and street
cells. 26

Wiita was a principal organizer of the
later Finnish Workers’ Federation which

was founded in 1927. Between that date and
1932 his importance to the party was re-
flected in the fact that he served as National
Secretary then National Chairman of the
Finnish Workers’ Federation. In 1929 the
Workers’ Party assigned him the task of
heading up the agrarian department, a post
he held until 1935 when he became District
Secretary for Upper Michigan.

After devoting most of his efforts 1o
Communist Party activities for a decade and
a half, Wiita returned to 1938 to his first
fove - - newspaper work - - again as editor of
Eteenpain, a position he held untit the fall
of 1943 when he ieft to work in an airplane
factory in North Tarrytown, New York.
The move was symptomatic of a much
greater change in Wiita's life. “'Quietly
without any fanfare,” he dropped his mem-
bership in the Communist Party.27 A series
of events had been weighing on his mind --
the treatment of American Finns in Soviet
Karelia,28 Stalin’s purges, the Nazi-Soviet
Pact, the Soviet annexation of Karelia from
Finland in the Winter War -- all played a role
in leading the fifty-five year old man to make
a momentous decision: to forsake his beloved
party.

At war’s end he moved his family to
Brooklyn, Cinnecticut, ""because many Finns
were settled there or in nearby towns.”29
After a difficult period of adjustment he
eventually entered the real estate business
rising in the esteem of his colleagues to the
point where he was named president of the
Northeastern Connecticut Board of Realtors.
He retired at the age of ninety in August,
1978. His death occurred as a result of lung
cancer on July 27, 1981 in Mystic, Connecti-
cut, in a convalescent home.

In the late sixties, Wiita contemplated
making a visit to the place of his upbringing
in Finland. His nephews still ran the family
farm and a sister of his still fived in the
house his father had built. His daughter and
her family had visited them in the summer
of 1968, and his son offered to accompany
him for a two-or three-week visit the foltow-
ing summer. He considered it but later re-
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fused. His son now speculates: "t think
that he feared that Immigration authorities
would not allow him to return. He had
been forced to testify in two or three depor-
tation hearings on trials in the early fifties
involving old acquaintances in the Party. At
least one was denied readmission after a visit
to relatives in Finland."30 Wiita obviously
feared the same might happen to him, and
he clearly wished to live out his life in the
United States.

Wiita began writing his memoirs, from
which the following excerpt is taken, in the
spring of 1974. Without telling his wife, he
worked late at night until he had finished.
The original was written in Finnish, and
is longer than the English version (although
not in the section dealing with his years in
Canada). The English version, from which
the following excerpt is taken, was written
at the request of the Immigration History
Research Center to facilitate the research of
non-Finnish-speaking scholars. Wiita did his
own typing, but his son, who holds a doctor-
ate in mediaeval history, would proofread
the account ‘cofrecting the spelling and
numerous typos and the use of definite and
indefinite articles (his main grammatical
problem), and occasionally altering the tense
of a verb.””37 Both memoirs, Finnish and
English, are in the possession of the Immi-
gration History Research Center Collection
(IHRC 49 W5) at the University of Minne-
sota, which kindly made the English version
available to me in photocopy and granted
permission to reprint the following from
Folder no. 3. The Department of History
Archives at Turku University possesses a
microfilm copy of the memoirs.

A note on terminology may aid the read-
er. When Wiita speaks of the "'Finnish Feder-
ation”” he undoubtedly had in mind the
translation commonly used in the United
States for the comparable organization there,
“"Suomalainen Jarjesto.” In Canada the usual
translation for Canadan Suomalainen Jérjes-
t6 was, however, not "'Canadian Finnish
Federation’* but “Finnish Organization of
Canada”’ (FOC). Secondly, as mentioned
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above, the FOC went through a series of
name changes from its origins in 1911,
These were as follows: Finnish Socialist
Organization of Canada (1911-1918), (pro-
visional) Finnish Organization of Canada
(1918-1919, when the former organiza-
tion was declared illegal), Finnish Socialist
Organization of Canada (1919-1922), Finnish
Socialist Section of the Workers’ Party of
Canada (1922-1923), Finnish Section of the
WPC (1923-1924), Finnish Section of the
Communist Party of Canada (1924-1925},
and Finnish Organization of Canada, Inc.
(which wa s established in 1923).32

Again, when Wiita speaks of ideological
splits among Finnish-Canadian socialists in
the early 1920’s, the reader should be aware
that Finnish socialists in Canada were at
that point divided into two main factions.
The minority joined the syndicalists who
advocated “‘direct action” and were repre-
sented In Canada and the United States by
the Industrial workers of the World (1IWW)
and in Canada for a brief period by the One
Big Union (OBU). The targer faction held
firm with the Finnish Socialist Organization
of Canada which, in 1922, became succesive-
ly an integral part of the WPC and the CPC.
With the dissolution of the ’language
federations” in particular the "Finnish
Section” - of the CPC in 1925, the Finns
transferred their allegiance to the autono-
mous Finnish Organization of Canada, Inc.,
which had been established by the FS/WPC
in 1923 to take title of the oroperties that
had been legally held in the name of the
FSOC.

"A Finnish-American in Canada 1918-23"

President Woodrow Wilson was re-elected
for a second term in November 1916, with
the slogan "“He kept us out of war.” How-
ever in April 2, 1917 he asked Congress to
declare war against Germany, and on April
6th Congress did declare war. The United
States Socialist Party had ca'led a special
convention to meet at St. Louis and in that



Convention on April 7, 1917 it adopted a
strong resolution against the war, militarism,
and war propaganda. Morris Hillquit, national
chairman of the Party, made a strong speech
against the war.

The U.S. Congress adopted the strong
espionage law, that was used against those
that were opposed to the war, but especially
socialists and [ndustrial Workers of the
World. In that situation a targe number of
Finnish members of the Socialist Party and
the members of IWW drifted into Canada in
1917 and the early part of 1918 in order to
avoid the draft. | was one of them, leaving
my position on the Tyomies editorial staff
late in the spring of 1918. In Canada |
assumed the name, Henry Puro, which |
retained until some years after my return
to the U.S.

Elis Sulkanen, who had gone to Canada
eartier and had acquired a homestead in Fin-
land, Ontario, found that | had come to
Canada too and invited me to his small
farm to spend the summer with him and
his wife. | accepted as we knew each other
from Tydvden Opisto and had worked to-
gether as editors of Sosialisti, a Finnish left-
wing daily in Duluth, Minnesota. There were
five fairly large lakes nearby. We did a great
deal of fishing and hunting that summer.

In the fall, | together with a few other
Finns we:ii to a nearby lumber camp o
make railroad ties. It was hard work, but
soon | was able to make 2 man’s guota of 50
ties per day.

After being at the lumber camp a little
over one month, we heard that the armistice
had heen declared. | together with two
other Finnish fellows quit and went to the
nearest railroad station and took the train to
Port Arthur. There | worked in a fishing
boat that had a Finn captain. After working
about 10 days, | took the train to Toronto,
Ontario. That was the headquarters city of
the Canadian Finnish Socialist Organiza-
tion (i.e. Finnish Socialist Organization of
Canada), which had been suppressed by the
Canadian government.33 |ts paper, Vapaus
(The Liberty) had also been suppressed, but

its local branches were functioning as cultur-
al clubs.

In Toronto | met the veteran Canadian
Finnish Organization (FSOC) secretary J.V.
Ahlqvist and also several of its Executive
Board member, John Latva and others.

John Latva invited me to stay at hishome.
And he inguired what were my plans. | told
him that | intended to go back to the U.S.
But he persuaded me to stay for awhile any-
how, and indicated that he might be able to
get me a job at the local shipyard where he
was working as a riveter. | had my doubts
about getting the job, as Toronto papers
repeated daily with big headlines urging that
all foreigners should be discharged and
replaced by (war) veterans. However one day
John asked me to go with him, as he went
to get his pay. And he introduced me as his
good friend and asked if he can hire me as
a riveter. And to my surprise he said yes,
and asked me to start work tomorrow.

After about three months, towards the
end of March 1919, | was called to the meet-
ing of the Finnish Federation {"provisiona!”
Finnish QOrganization of Canada which was
to replace the FSOC for the period of the
latter's suppression) Executive Committee
at the Ahlgvist home. They had sent a
delegation with legal aid to the appropriate
government officiais and had gotten permis-
sion to review {revive?) the Finnish Federa-
tion and also to re-publish Vesaus.34 And
they asked me to become editor of Vapaus.
| thanked them for their offer, but said that
| intended to go back to the U.S. But they
insisted, and | promised to take the position
temporarily until they found someone else.
They said, ‘"Forget about temporary,’”” and
that they wanted me to consider the job
as permanent. In the same meeting they
elected Harry Juntunen, the former editor of
Vapaus, as business manager.

I went to Sudbury, Ontario, the nickel
minig center and we started to publish
Vapaus twice per week. The paper was still
under war-time censorship. And after a few
weeks | got a letter from the government
censor, who was a retired colcnnel,35 that
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if he again found me using the words “'rev-
olution” or ''revolutionary,” he would
immediately suppress Vapaus. However after
a few weeks the Canadian partiament abol-
ished censorship.

* % %k k Kk k *k

The Canadian Finnish Federation (FSOC)
had been affiliated with the Social Demo-
cratic Party, which went to pieces during
the war and could not revive. Supporters of
the Russian revolution and its ideas organ-
ized an underground Communist Party,
which later was replaced by a legal Workers
Party, just as in the U.S. When it was estab-
lished, the Finnish Federation (FSOC) joined
it on a federated basis (as the Finnish Section
of the WPC), retaining its own local branches
and their cultural activities.

The Canadian government denied entrance
to Tybmies, Raivaaja and Toveri3® not onty
during the war but several years after the
war. But Industrialisti,3” even more antiwar
than the socialist papers mentioned, was
admitted to Canada all those years. So we
were very much isolated from the like-minded
leftwing Finnish movement in the U.S.
Therefore | as editor of Vapaus had to hold
my own counsel and formutlate the policy
of the paper in all important questions,
domestic as well as international matters.
And so | did. | went to Toronto about
twice a year to report to the Finnish Federa-
tion executive committee. They wsually
accepted my editorial policy without criti-
cism. They had compiete confidence in me.
That was greatly helpful in my work.

My main sources of news were twoToron-
to dailies, the Toronto Mail and Toronto Glo-
be, and in addition to some extent, the Toron-
to Star and New York Times. | usually took
those papers, as they arrived in the evening
in Sudbury, to my bed chamber, looked
them over whtle lying in bed propped up by
pillows and marked important items for
translation. This was a great help in my
editorial work the next day.

We did extend Vapaus from twice weekly
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to thrice weekly and | was given an editoria!
assistant. However the 1921-22 depression
when there was much unemployment, af-
fected our paper too. And our business
manager, who was now John V. Kannasto,38
disclosed to me that our paper was running
into a deficit. | proposed to him that we
both take a voluntary cut in our salaries,
and that | would edit the paper alone without
assistance and asked if he could let one of
his office help go. Kannasto agreed but was
wondering if it was possible for me to edit
thrice weekly alone. | assured him that |
would be able to do that. When these pro-
posals were agreed to, | went to Toronto to
submit them to the Federation executive
committee. They also questioned if | would
be able to edit the paper alone. When | as-
sured them on that, they accepted our pro-
posals. And the result was that we brought
Vapaus to a self-sustaining basis.

¥ %k Xk * %k ¥k X

The Canadian lumber industry was hardly
affected by the depression. And thousands
of Finns were working in the lumber camps.
And several leaders of the now defunct
Canadian Socialist Party plus some former
followers of Keir Hardie’s Independent
Labor Party from Great Britain on the West
Coast in Vancouver, established One Big
Union, on the model of IWW except that
they regarded an independent political
action of the working class necessary and
did not accept the syndicalist theories of
the IWW. OBU started to organize lumber
workers in Bristish Columbia. The organiza-
tion drive was so successful that in a short
period OBU was able to gain recognition
from the lumber industry in that province
and gained rapidly an improvement of the
wages. and conditions of the workers.

OBU soon extended its organization
drive to Ontario where the majority of the
lumber workers were Finnish. As editor of
Vapaus, | gave all possible publicity to OBU
organization work. And Finnish-Canadian
lumber workers welcomed OBU as an organ-



ization that suited their conditions and had
confidence that it would be able to improve
their wages and conditions in the lumber
camps. For a long period Vapaus received so
many letters from lumber camps, that they
filled a large part of our paper. The OBU
national office (in Winnipeg) sent Walter
Gowan as its District organizer and secretary
to Ontario. He established his District Office
in Sudbury. He was a former British socialist,
very well read and an able organizer, We
soon became very close friends.

In recognition of my contribution as
editor of Vapaus to the OBU organization
drive, | was invited to the OBU national
convention that was to be held at Vancouver,
British Columbia, as a special guest. | trave-
led there with Walter Gowan and was well
received. Walter did not come back as he
wanted to stay in his home area. In his
place OBU sent Harry Bryan from Port
Arthur.39 We developed the same friendly
relations we had had with Walter Gowan.
And the organization drive developed fur-
ther under the able feadership of Harry
Bryan.

Some months after Bryan’s arrival, the
OBU District convention was called to meet
in Sudbury. Now IWWites that had come
from the U.S. in large numbers, had a major-
ity of the delegates in the District conven-
tion. And they were very active and had
organized their supporters. They voted to
recognize Industrialisti as an official organ
of the OBU Ontario District. This was a
slap in the face to WVapaus, which had
played a major role in helping to organize
lumber workers in Ontario. But, however, |
did not mind that, because after all Vapaus
was an organ of the Finnish Federation and
its local branches, and should devote its
main services to them. However | did not
regret that | had devoted Vapaus to the
worthy cause of organizing lumber workers.
But |WWites in their narrow mindedness
were hostile to Vapaus and to me and my
good friend Harry Bryan. He did not like
the atmosphere and did resign as District
secretary.

%k %k *x %k ¥ *k X%

Besides the lumber industry, a large num-
ber of Finnish Canadians worked in the
nickel mines of the Sudbury-Copper Cliff
area, which was one of the richest nickel
locations in the world, and dominated by
the I[nternational Nickel Trust (now INCO}.
There were a number of Finnish workers at
shipyards in Port Arthur/Fort Wiltiam,
Sault Ste. Marie and Vancouver, B.C. Others
were working in scattered trades, as tailors,
carpenters, painters, longshoremen, domestic
workers {mostly women). And there was a
growing number of small farmers around
industrial towns.

U.S. draft evaders provided thousands of
Finns as able manpower for Canadian indus-
try during World War |, when its own able-
bodied men were drafted for the war. Many
of them remained in Canada after the war,
others drifted back to the U.S. Draft evaders
were not harassed by the Canadian govern-
ment for the very reason that they needed
manpower. And also as the negotiation to
return resisters to U.S. was dragging and the
decision to turn them over was reached only
when the armistice was declared. ‘

*k %k % * k k X

The Canadian Finnish Federation {Finn-
ish Organization of Canada after 1923} was
a nationwide organization of the Finnish
workers. Of course there was also a growing
number of Finnish IWW groups, whose main
activity was to support their paper Industria-
tisti and to devote their energy to cultural
activity, which has been typical of all Finn-
ish groups in the U.S. and in Canada. To be
sure there were also Finnish church groups.
But it is not an exaggeration to say that the
Finnish Federation was the strongest and
best organized body.

In those years (1919 through the early
part of 1923) when | was editor of Vapaus,
the Finnish Federation was wholly unified,
there were no factional struggles of any
kind, neither on the national nor local
scale.
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Sometimes the guestion is asked: "What
was the relation between the Finnish Socialist
(later Workers) Federation in the U.S. and
its Canadian counterpart?”” They were
ideologically and even in organizational
structure identical, and their activity very
much similar. However, they were entirely
independent of each other, although they
had brotherly relations, sending fraternal
delegates to each other’s National Conven-
tions. And perhaps Canadian Finns were
fooking to their U.S. Finnish counterpart
as their “older brother.”” But in the war time
and for a few years after in abnormal condi-
tions, we were entirely isolated.

* ok ok Kk ok k %k

Emigration from Finland to Canada,
which had been entirely at a standstill, was
beginning to revive early in 1923, giving new
biood to Finnish settlements and their or-
ganizations, although many of them later
drifted into the United States, especially
those that had relatives there.

If | remember correctly, toward the end
of 1922, Oscar Tokoi, a prominent figure in
Finland’s Social Democratic movement and
in the civil war on the workers’ side (and
first prime minister of Finland), who had
gone to the Soviet Union with the others at
the defeat of the Reds in the civil war, came
to Canada with a group of about 25 of his
followers.#0 Tokoi had deserted the Finnish
Reds in the Soviet Union and had joined
the British expeditionary forces, the so-
catled Murmansk Legion, to fight against
the Red Army.#T When the British evacuat-
ed the Murmansk Legion, Tokoi and his
fotlowers could not go to Finland, as they
had taken part in the civil war on the Red
side, nor could they go back to the Soviet
Union. Therefore, the British government
sent them to Canada. On their arrival in Ca-
nada, they were sent to work at a lumber
camp north of Sudbury (near New Liskeard).
After working there about three months,
Tokoi went directly to Fitchburg, Massa-
chusetts and joined the Raivaaja editorial
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staff. Others came to Sudbury. They con-
tacted us and wanted to join the Finnish
Federation Sudbury branch. There were
some objections as to whether they should
be admitted. ! interviewed them and recom-
mended their admittance as they were
ordinary workers but had been misted by
Tokoi to join the British Murmansk Le-
gion 42

* %k k %k %k ok *k

In the spring of 1923, the Finnish Federa-
tion national convention was held in Toron-
to. In that convention one delegate demogo-
gically began to criticize the Vapaus editor
and business manager as being paid too high
salaries and wanted to reduce them. Others
joined to support him, and | regret to say
that none of the more responsible delegates,
nor the Executive Board members of the
Federation, rose to repudiate them. 1 did
not say anything. But | feit very bitter about
it, as | have explained earlier in this narrative,
that it was through my proposal and my
recommendation of a voluntary cut in mine
and the business manager’s salaries and
reducing our staff and taking over a heavier
work load, that we saved Vapaus from a
deficit and carried it through depression
times. Besides our salaries were way below
respective salaires of U.S. newspaper editors
and business managers. | told Ahlqvist and
other Executive Board members that | was
going to resign and left the convention.
When | returned to Vapaus, | told business
manager Kannasto {who had not attended
the convention) what had happened, he was
bitter too. He said he would resign too, but
could not because he had a family.

At my recommendation, my old friend
and co-editor in Socialisti and Tyomies,
Onni Saari from Eteenpidin staff, was ap-
pointed to my place in Vapaus. And |
joined the Eteenpain editorial staff in
Worcester, Massachusetts where Elis Sul-
kanen was editor-in-chief.43 Onni Saari
did not last tong in Vapaus, as he expressed
his admiration for Leon Trotski, who was



the chief rival of Josef Stalin.*4 Several
times in the years after | had left Vapaus,
they asked me to come back. Evidently |
was still somewhat bitter, as | did not even
answer those invitations, and of course |
was very busy with my responsible work.

A few years after | left Canada, there was

a serious split in the Canadian leftwing move-

ment. Some editors of Vapaus,

who had

come from Finland after Wortd War | and
wereg evidently more social democratic in
their politics than communist, established
their own paper Vapaa Sana in Toronto
(in fact originally in Sudbury). { do not
know the details of this split as | was too
busy with our affairs in U.S.49
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