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MIGRATION AND
PROLETARIANIZA -
TION: ASPECTS OF
THE FINNISH IMMI-
GRANT EXPERIENCE
IN WESTERN

CANADIAN COAL
MINING, 1880-1940

The immigrant experience in industrializing
America 1in the 19th and 20th centuries
remains a topic of deep and abiding interest
for historians on both sides of the Atlaniic,
and both sides of the 48th parallel. What and
who were the human materials in this pro-
cess? How did their experience in the New
World transform their lives and culture?
And what tmpact did the immigrants them-
selves have on the transformation of North
American socicty?

Finnish migration into the mining districts
of Canada and the United States was an
accident ot history, geography, and most of
all, of economics. Unlike, say, the Welsh
coliter or Cornish tin muner little in the
backgiound of the Finnish immigrant pre.
pared him for the (ndustrial experience 1n
the Pennsylvanida coalfields, the Great Lakes
lron Range, the Ontario gold mines, or the
Comestock Lode.! Thenw choices dictated
by the harsh realities of the
lahour market, the Finnish miners quickly
developed the basic techniques of economic
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survival; by degrees, pit labour became part
of the ethos and culture of the Finnish-
American and Finnish-Canadian working
class.?  Meanwhile the onginal settlements,
at first mere colonies of single males, exerted
a natural attraction for those who followed,
and immigrant-industrial communities slowly
emerged. Nonetheless, these communities
were seldom permanent. Economic condi-
tions uprooted workmen again and again,
4 situation which at once telped feed the
miners’ basic sense of grievance, and helped
toster feelings of industrial and ethnic soli-
darny spread the widest
The miner in Leadville, Colorado, discovered
that he faced the same ‘enemy” and spoke
the same language as the miner at Wellingt-
on, British Columhia as the remarkable
memoir of Oskari Tokor, North American
trade union militant and later, Social-Demo-
cravic Prime Minister of Finland (1917-18),
makes clear .2

Tokoi once tolled in the collieries of
James Dunsmuir, future Premier of British

across terrain.
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Columbia (a Conservative), on Vancouver was strongly Indluenced by radicalized

Island, and belonged to the local chapter of
the Western Federation of Miners, North
America’s first important socialist trade
union. His remarks on Vancouver Island in
the late 1890's - “‘a desperate blind alley” -
ring true with the later comment of William
Braes, an English-speaking Saocialist who
wrote in 1913: "'a short period on the Island
crushes out the last spark of hope that they
(the immigrants) will ever be able to improve
their (ot by running away from the enemy."4
These universal, and
eventually provoke a broadly similar res-
ponse among all mine workers, militant
and often politicy)

experiences were

unionism “radical”’
insurgency.

A particulatly interesting guestion posed
by the experience of proletarianization of
Finnish mine workers in North America is
the degree to which this, as opposed ta the
influence of Old Country ideas, helped shape
the contours ot Finnmish-American  and
Finnish-Canadian labour movements. Kuitu-

nen writes that ““Finnish Canadian sociilism

Finnish miners.”® A majority of the found-
ing locals of the Finnish Socialist Organi-
zation of Canada (chartered in 1911) appear
to have been located in mining districts in
Ontario and the West.8 White some important
studies in the American context have recent-
ly appeared, the study of Finnish Canadian
mining communities has only begun.” This
paper offers some preliminary comment on
the case of Finpish mine workers in the
coalfields of two western Canadian provinces,
British Columbia and Alberta, during the
period 1880-1940.

As of 1921 (the first year for which such
data are available), 256 per cent of British
Columbia’s small community of Finns,
numbering 1,837 in al, lived in that
province’s coal towns: most in the Nanaimo-
Ladysmith-Wellington district on Vancouver
Island. Fifteen per cent of Alberta’s Finns,
numbering 1,264, were found in the coal
towns, all but a handful in two districts
situated along the bituminous coal range of
the eastern Rockies: Canmare, and further



south, the Crow’s Nest Pass (Bliirmore-
Coleman-Bellevue).8 The majority of Alberta
Finns were rural settters (36 per cent of
whom were, as of 1921, actually American-
born Finns). Most of B.C.’s Finnish popula-
tion was concentrated in four separate
communities. metropolitan Vancouver; the
hard-rock mining town of Rossland; the
Island coal towns; and the fishing and
agricultural community  of  “Sointula”
{(Malcolm Island) on the West Coast.

“Sointula”-a community based on the
famous Utapran project of Matti Kurikka
between 1900 and 1905--might well be
considered within the context of the history
of the Finnmsh Canadian coal-mining commu-
nity, since the bulk of Kurikka's followers
were in fact Vancouver lsland colliers
“seeking 10 escape the slavery of the
mines.”¥ in any case, between Sowntula,
Nianaimo, Rossland, Canmore, and Crow’s
Nest Pass there existed for severa! decades an
impartant Finnish tmougrant assoclathonal
network knitted together by family tis,
internal migration, trade unionism (Sointu-
la's fishermen carried on the tradition of
unionism they inherited from the mining
community within the context of their own
peculiar situation), and ethnic organization.
The Finnish Sociatist Organization ((ater the
Finnish Organization of Canada: which was
no less socialist!) maintained branches in
2l major rural and urban Fimnish communt-
ties in western Canada, including, until the
late 1930’s, lodges and halls in the coul
towns of Ladysmith, B.C., Canmore and
Coleman, Alberta. !0

A small sample of place names of mine
workers' next-of-kin drawn from the payrolf
of the West Canadian Collieties Ltd. in Al-
berta (Blairmore-Bellevue mines} indicates
that Finnish mine workers had emigrated
fram scattered localities in Finland and the
United States. In the 20th century at least
there is little evidence of direct migration
hy large groups of Finns to the ceal-mining
areas. !

The first Finnish settlement in western
Canada appeared in the Vancouver (sland
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coalfield sometime after the opening up of
the famous "'Wellington seam’” by the
Scottish coal master Robert Dunsmuir
during the winter of 1870-1. The Finnish
presence can be traced as far back as the
1880’s, but there seems to be no agreement
among historians as to its origins. Professor
Wilson states that Finns were attracted to
British Columbia during the construction of
the Canadian Pacific Railway (1880-1885).
Aili Anderson notes that prior to 1880 "a
few Finnish sailors on United States ships
had stopped for coal at Nanaimo and North
Wellington.”" Joel Poikonen sheds more light
on the matter in the recently-published
Chronicles of Ladysmith. According to the
tradition of the Vancouver Island communi-
ty, the Fnnish pioneers actually emigrated
from Alaska in the aftermath of the Russian-
American Purchase in 1867. They are said
to have been the second sons of “prosperous
farmers” in the Grand Duchy--presumably
recruited for the C:zarist colonial service--
who brought with them to the B.C. collieries
their  ""love of cufture” and Lutheran re-
ligion. 12

The moletariamization of these and other
migrants occurred within the context of
an industry -coal mining - noted for relatively
high wage rates affording opportunities for
faomdy formation and home-ownership a-
mong the miners. A shockingly heavy price,
however, was patd by minets in terms of
hfte and timls. Five colliery disasters on
Vancouver (sland vectween 1879 and 1889
took the nves of 322 miners; four In the
Ciow’s Nest Pass betweern 1902 and 1914
killed 347 men. At Bellevue, Alberta, for
example, in 1910, a mine disaster wiped out
one shift comprised of 12 ltahans, 8 Finns,
5 Poles, 2 lcelanders, 2 Ukrainians, & Hun-
garian, a Rumanian, and a Briton--which
gives some idea of the multi-national charac-
ter of the mine labour force at that tume.
The mass funerat held for the Bellevue men
was satd 1in the local press to have been ""the
saddest drama ever enacted tn these parts’’,
and such experiences did a great deal to
toster a sense of collective solidarity among
the mine workers. '3
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MINE WORKERS AT COLEMAN, CROWS NEST PASS, ALBERTA (home 1o Local =44, Finnish Organi-
zation of Canada, 1911-1939). Such group photographs were made up into postcards, which immigrant
miners often sent overseas o friends and relations. Courtesy of the Gushul family, Blairmore, Alberta.

In the years 1901-1920 alone there were
not less than 121 strikes in the coal mining
industry of British Columbia and Alberta,
which employed a grand total of 15552
warkers in 1921. Of the 7,303 coal miners
in the two provinces who participated in the
referendum  held on affiliation with the
"One Big Union” in 1919, 95,6 per cent
endorsed the idea--which was condemned
as Bolshevik by all respectable labour lea-
ders in North America. But the coal miners
had their own ideas, which were publicized
between 1907 and 1919 in their own news-
paper, the District Ledger, which spread the
gospel of socialism in a variety of languages:
French, English, Italian, Slavic, and not
least, Finnish. “There is much groping for
words to express what we mean . . . especial-
ty with foreign-speaking comrades who
speak only a little English, ‘wrote Coleman,
Alberta Socialist Tom Beattie in 1919,
adding that “the old Finnish local . . . has
16 members and expect to have 30 next
meetir\g.“M

Within the specific context of Finnish-
immigrant response to industrial capitalism
in the western Canadian coalfields a distinc-
tive pattern of organization and self-activity
earfy emerges. On the one hand, we find the
pattern of cultural assertion embodied in
the ““Finn Halls,” which long pre-dated, in
fact, the Finnish Socialist Organization in
most if not all communities. An all-Finnish
temperance society, called Aallotar was
formed among the miners in the Wellington
seam in 1891. Although ostensibly religious
in its original incarnation (after 1900,
Finnish miners aquired a reputation, which
may or may not have been entirely justified,
as militant anticlericals), Lindstrom-Best
offers an Mluminating insight into the pro-
letarian ideology of the rank-and-file mem-
bership of the temperance order through the
eyes of one coal miner named Kyasti:
"Many cannot understand why an ordinary
worker needs knowledge; is it not enough
for a miner to know where to drill the hole
and how much powder to put into it . . .?"
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Ky®sti definitely disagreed.'®

On the other side of the coin, there is the
pattern of class assertion by the Finnish-
immigrant mine workers within the broader
contours of the common labour mevement.
All the miners had a saying: “’It was not love,
but a selfish idea that brings us together’’--
the idea of collective bargaining. Again, to
cite an early example from Vancouver Is-
land, we find in 1891 upon the executive of
the Miners and Mine Labourers’ Protective
Association at the Dunsmuir mines “‘one
German, one Belgian, one Italian'--and one
“Russian Finn.”'® This union led a parti-
cularly bitter and protracted strike in 1890,
which James Dunsmuir blamed on ‘agitators
fram Rossland” --which might well have in-
cluded a handful of Finns.'” When the
Western Federation of Miners convened its
first meetings on Vancouver lsland in 1902,
they were called together at the Finn Hall at
Ladysmith.'8

The Finn Hall at Canmore doubled after
1910 as the headquaters for the local Uk
rainian Social Democrats. Two men, in
turn, controlled the affairs of the United
Mine Workers local in Canmore during
World War [: N. D. Thachuk, secretary of
the Ukrainian Social Democrats, and John
tauttamus, leader of the local Finnish Or-
ganization!

The Finnish communmity halls in the
Crow’s Nest Pass {first at Lille, later at Cole-
man) were notorious for parties and boxing
matches--invitations extended 10 all, although
a near-riot occurred with members of the
Swedish faction following a hoxing match at
Christmas, 1912, bad calls by the referee
allegedly throwing the contest to "Halmar
the Swede' --as well as pofitics and Finnish
cultural activities. Again, the supposed
"radicatism’” of the Finnish miners should be
put nto perspective. A Socialist candidate
for Parliament in Nanaimo lost the elections
of 1908 by a mere 190 votes, and the great
majority of the voters were Anglo-Canadians.
An lrish-Canadian Socralist was elected to
the Alberta legislature from the Crow's
Nest Pass in 1909: [talians, Slovaks (who

12

were deeply Catholic), Weishmen and others
besides the red Finns put him there.

The coal miners collectively suffered a
series of major defeats between 1974 and
1824 which brought to a clase the great
epoch of militancy and radicalism in the
coal towns. The industry Htself declined
steadily in the 1920°s and 1930's. Many
workers left in search of other jobs, and
the western Canadian communities received
virtually no increment of population from
the post-1920 emigration of Finnish citizens
and refugees to Canada (including the
redaubtable Tokoi, former Prime Minister.)

The unions were either destroyed or
passive throughout most of the inter-war
period, though one exception was the town
of Blairmore, Alberta (where hved, in 1931,
37 Finns, 10 of whom worked at the local
colliery). The Blawrmore miners fought and
won a violent strike in 1932 and went an, in
1933 to elect a "Miners’ Town Council” said
to be dominated by the Communists. {The
mayor, an Englishspeaking Communist, re:
cewved a mandate af 76 per cent n 1944 |
Behind the union at Blairmore stood the
Women's Labour League, organized in 1928
under the leadership of Anna Apponen,
whose husband was a disabled miner. It
seems that Anna Apporien, featured speaker
at the 1930 May Day demonstration {where
she made a plea for women’s 1ights and
unemployment relief), participated i the
Karelian emigration in 1931 Her cuolleague
Mary North, despite her English surname.
Finnish-born, carried on the work of the
women’s orgamization, which may be seen as
part of the legacy of the long tradition ot
proletarian feminism of the Finnisti-Cana-
dian communities 19

By this time, rhe Finnish Organization in
the coalfields was in a state of advanced
decline, and no longer commanded much
enthusiasm  from a dwindling ang largely
“assimilated” Finnish working class commu
nity ""We take part in the (strike) struga'e
.. . but we ten cannot do anything special,”
wrote the Finnish union members at Blair
mote to the Toronto headguarters in 1932



Mine workers at Copper Cliff, 1893. The Canadian Copper Company’s mine at Copper Cliff was the first mine in Canada from which nickel-copper ore shipments

were made {in 1886) und also the first 10 employ Finnish Canadian warkers.,

Source Polyphone. Finns in Gntario Fall 1987, Vol. 3 No 2
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With few financial resources available to
them, the Canmore and Coleman locals
surrendered their halls in the 1930's.20
The Crow’s Nest activists met in private
homes for a few more years, then conclud-
ed that the Finnish Organization had simply
outiived its usefulness.?! it is undoudtedly
true that the younger generation, to the
extent to which they were even retained
by the industrial community, would have
considered themselves ‘‘Canadians’ rather
than "Finns’’ --a prablem of cultural identity
not entirely solved by the self-professed
proletarian internationalism of the Finnish
Organization’s leadership.

Mary North wrote an eloguent memoir
of Local 44 (Crow's Nest Pass) sometime
prior to the outbreak of World War |1. She
recalled her own initiation into the rites of
the Finnish worker-community:

The meeting opened with the singing of the

‘Internationale.’ | had never heard 1t before

(this, circa, 1910) and it was very moving.

Each time afterwards | heard them sing it |

thought of that moment, and wondered what

impact it had on others who had come, like me,

to the Golden West. . .

She waxed philosophical about the demise
of the order, proud of the collective and in-
dividual accomplishments of its pioneers
and militants. "We are after all,”” she con-
cluded, ’‘only actors in a larger drama.’"22
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Suomalaiser Lansi-Kanadan hithkaivoksissa

Kon suornalaisel sintolaiset alkoval gsettua Ka
nadan Lans ranmikolle 1880-tuvulia joutuwvat he
hankkimaan elantonsa hnltkaivoksista Dunsmuiim
hawvokset Brotitaisessa Kolumlsiassa tulival heille
tuturkst samorn Nanaimo. Ladysmith ja Wellington
Vancouverin  sasrelly seka Albertan  provinsissi
Canmore Kaliiovuorten vapuolelta (o sira erelaao
Crow's Nest Pussin alueella Blsuemore, Coleman ja
Belteve.

Ailikavosten ankear tvoutosuhteet ja etenkin
lukemottomat  onnentomuuder  kehittivat tyonte-
kipain sotidaanisuutta ga tachikaalisuut g *ksin
omgen 5 kavosonnettomuuttd Vancouvern sdd
e saosina 3B73.1E38 Do 222 kaavosiyen
teijaa 10 Crow's Nest Passin dlueella ali vuosina
'902-1914 nelia unnettwimuun g, [01ssq kKuoh 347
tyamiesta. Bellevuen kalvasonnetiomuuadessa vuon
N 1910 kwol mm, 12 nalalaiste, 8 suomalaisia,

5 puolaluisty, 2 1slantilaista, 2 ukrainalasta, unkas
rldinen romamalainen ju enylantdainen.

Jarjestaylyminen ¢i ollut helppos moniep er
Fansallisuuksien keskella. Snomalaiset olivat kuj-
fenkin  gktpvisestt mukana alusta alkaen  Heita
tukivat omat monrkayttotalut {(haalit! ja myohem-
min Suornalaisen Soswahist jarieston lapr Kanadan
kulkeva verkosto, Varsinkin Alpertassa suornalai-
St olivet usein yhieistyossa ukrainaiasten kanssa.

Myos naiset radikalsortuivat naissa olosuhreis-
va. Blanmorin Women's Labour Leaguen puheen-
1htajan. toimi 2 sunrnalarsta naistd enstn Aaaa
Apponen ja hanen Kgrjaloan muoutionsa jalkeen
Mary Narth,

Kolmekymmenta luvulla suomalainen roiminta
Nilikavosalueilla hiljeni. Kaivoksia  suljettiin ja
vomalaista - muutir mdille  alueiite Pulaaikana
myoskin  arnmatntiliict  herkkepivat. Eika  uusi
sukUupolve enda tarvinnot suosmenkielista cigani-

Sadlioty,



