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From September, 1518 to January‘of’the next year, Vancouver's laundry workers

foughtva militant but bieak strike. ‘ They faced unrelenting opposition'

. from thier enployers, who 1nc1uded such well- p](ajced gentlemen as mjernan
K1rlﬂ, the major hshareho]der in the &ciaﬁndry and Member of Parliament

' Crowe Theseﬂ two spearheaded the efforts to break the Laundryllorkers Union
and defeat the most'ly female str1kers demands for a phaagilialee 11ving wage »F

i 12 [hour for a
.,,ﬁ'umon recognition., and a closed shop. : . Luf hr. work week,

The workers had dec1ded to launch a strike after meet1ngs with the-Vacouver
_Trades and Labour Council woren's orgamzer He]ena Gutteridge. =
Union agitation for Minimum Wages ﬂawomen had reached a peak, with

unijon women strdng]y suppdrtinq the notion of unfon eontraets as well as

or lnstead &of eno]o_yer-dommated cgovernment commssmns establishing

offered o .
minimum rates. The laundry bosses = . -bring “the question of industry
wage devels to the Minimum wage Board - . & negotiate a contract.

' out odamntly efused

. Lop SepteMbr 13th ' \ X
The strike be;mm Pioneerm, Star, Canadaian and IXL laundries.

From the begmmng the won,kds Enpaniaieaknnes—" established weH-
organ1zed and well-populated picket lines, nak1ng it uncomforatble for
company stri kebreakers to —enterlg?:\r{uck premises. The Cascade and
Exce]s1or laundries. cont1nued to operate in the first veriod of Lhe
strike, but wuth considerable Shortages of personnel. The Cascade s
soonﬂdup. .. By September 27th the list of struck laundries had
grown to include the Peerless and the Excelsior, with a total of

290 workers odtf} Byvthe ehd of October, despite intimfdation from

" the emp]oyers; who claimed that the undon would fine them five doﬂars.S
| strikeslmm breakers were interested in signing with the un-ion.
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The wamimms strike was feught'by hoth_union and employers-within the pages |

| of the dai]y press as much as on the-picket Tines. By early September

,besses unjust]y'Proclaimed‘that union women earned $3.50 a week, while

the union countered that women on heavy mach1nery eatned a mere $7.25.

A week later
the latter's f1gures had eerrisen to 540 to

$65 doHars a month for a suppesed 4 2 hour work week. The union Sy,

contested this, wesewamadebw stating that women had worked for years

forha far lower rate. _By'the end of the moth the supposed earnings had

inflated to eighteen do]]ar; pwe week. As the strike continie‘ the union

offered progreesive arguments as to wbmen's right to-earn a decent vage.

They showed that most of the women and girls working in the industry

were providing for dependents through their employment, whiher supporting

widowed mothers, thier brothers and sisters, older memsieparents unable

to worky or were themselves widows of veterang. ilwomen had the right to’

G carnings comensurate with those that men received, after

all & dependents M needed their earnings as

much as those of male wor@ﬂrs did. The union accused the besses of provoking

the strife; they had known of the unrest amongst their workforce and had

been censistenly unwilling to reéolve @ssues long under dishute. The union,

promténg a popular argument of the time, stated that it was impossible for
young woren to remain

both in appearnace and lifestyle, : P
respectabel gt the YWEEEEExisting low wage rates.

The wm propaganda war escalated with the onslaught of the Spar{ﬁth flu epidemic
in November. Leaders of the union movement dies from the illness as well
_as four strikgng laundry workess, who were Dicketting under adverse fall

condit'ions W The trade umon moevement haleed all

meetings in an attempt to stop the contag1on from being passed. The enp]oyers
’ .
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contaminiated
' publlcally blamed the str1kers for the epidemic, stating that¥laundry could

- not ‘be claened because of the strike. “Un1on1sts quickly countered,
offereing to~rqh laundry services in,hospitafs and other instituttion free
of cﬁarge'for‘a1fitho$e with flu in their homes. !hile th%s of fer® was

| refused the workers w1]11ngness to prov1de services and pa]ce themse]ves at
rigk @ he’lped to cut acress public hostility-to the ﬁstm kers. 7
M The ewners emdoyed diverse tacti’cs_ to break the strike, " beyond
thier pUbl{city campaign. ‘They he]& out~the offer\of arbitration through
the minimum Nage Board agaih and egain to the union, expressing théir

“willingness by October to pay $10.50 an hoUr.?,'The employers, after

Deputy Minsiter of Labour,
mediation by¥d.D. HcN1ven and intervention by the Attorney General
finally agreed to reinstate all strikers, institute &form of waqge
increase , but contfnued to refuse union recognition'and the ﬁmp]ied closed

q PR . ) ) .
shop . Strikebreakes were intimidated, and union woekkers sent letters

in mid- ‘lovember MStatmg,-"I understand that you desire to }’C,;l‘
1S l ] i 5
' return ‘to work" and proceeding to offere them their jobs back. rdieaied ok
. , ‘ thex . Sunes
%erepgl1?§ted to protect strikebreakers and frame striking workers. A [Wa< erheall

numbeni»were arrested and convicted jn the basis of scabs testimony of
) assauTr‘with no cooroborating .evidence. The union was forfed to spend
upport Jﬁ%g_,a
much-needed strike funds on de‘ende campa1gns and noney fo aﬂ111es

of convicted stri kers "#nu:k, laurdries aslermpid 4o recrddt omenthal w—eths
but dhe Chirese laundries refuosd Nert assisance, cuppruhng T shike,
The'cdureeof the strike moved from.hopelessness to near victory and then

‘ finaiiy to defeat, as the employers withstood woerkere_demandsfer a long
enough time te break the union. . |

The.laundry workers of rhis time Ammm were well situated to enforce

a walkout, Laundries handled not only persoael clothing and 1in
, : ens
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but major contracts from bbats} hotels end other institutions.The work was
1abour‘_1'ntens1‘ve and tdéok some training to perform saéely and sk efficeintly.

W A fairly -
1arge work@ﬁke was needed to keep the operations running. Not on]y were
because it was an industra
the union women in a ke:’ psotion to shut down the plants but¥engineers uni
add drivers were also organized intc the .same local and the same strike.
u1thout the engineers the finicky steantemg1nes cou]d not be started propoerly
and ma1nta1ned. Lauddries operated on a p1ck-up system; drivers were
eesential for dirty laundry to be devivered and the c]een returned.
Vhen ym wmployers ‘c@ﬂmed that the struch Cascade skLaundry was working
to capacity with a scab 1abouf-fbd&e,fthe union counstered that this was

impossible: the drivers were 3ti1] on strike and the work was not being -

.13
" brought 1n!

The unioﬁ held fast to its demand that an agreement be reached despite
mounting pressure to use the Munimum Wage Board. The:close relationship
betwieen Hashington Srate“unfons and BC unjons was demonstrated at the
beginning of the_str‘ke when woerkess were dosattisfied with new minimums.
offered to woekres in the industry becé;bse they were below levels acheived

IC

in Nash1ngton State The.union was furthur angered by Alderman Kirk?s

statements of suport for the 1atter carrier!s union receiving a wage
in the lgiht of his refusal to recognize h1s own employees un1on!‘f}hrouchout the
strike the union attembted'to recruit strikebreakers to its ranks and to
extend tﬁefstrike to other laundries, it was successfdl to_some degree
_with both of.theee efforfs.. Again and again the werkers refused -
arbitration for negoiigns, The_ﬁorkers actively soq’ht'and rece{ved sunport
from the rest of tee labour movement, who donated'geneniously to the

. o | o | '
strike fund. The strikers appeared conséstently at labour council meetings

They'also sought the intervention of city council against Alderman Kirk, showing
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up at a neet]ng @ vearing sashes wh1ch reade "TBEY ARE TRYII!F‘ T0 DREAK JUR
UNION" As the strike cont1nued woekers from other union were recru1ted

~ to assist with p1cket11ne duty, of these the Longshoremen were the most
: workers,.
consistent. Shipyard vllllR civic, worLes and the longshoremen r-ade
o . - ,‘8 , }
regular donations ranging from $100 to in the latter instance, $500. '

_ The union organized benefit dances to assist in rasing strike
money. The HREU W refused to use laundry washed by struck houses, forcing
L ~—enforce a

ibenp]oyers to boycott

As the strake wore on a nunber of wlmm 1aundr1es settled with the union.

By November 15 20l the Canadian and E_xce]swf“ had adreed to #use

union labour amd the latter was run as a coopehative, providing work for

striking workers g and a m#ah publicized avenue for companies requiring

laundry services.

- The dilk umon 1eadersh1p and VTLC leadership, while mostly sympatnetxc to
the g strike voiced both surp.ni,e and some later skept1c1sm at the ranks of the
unions willingne@§ to contiue the battle. In mid-October at a meeting
of the striéging horkers’1aundry workers extited]j shoutéa NO!.when ésked
by a member if they were hi]]ing to eeturn to 1‘iil‘work withoug a closed
shop. wlmg Deputy Minsiter of Labour HcN}ven, a'conststent supporter of

~ the strdkers and’a)ediator for the union auggested that a sec$¥ tallot wote

occur to show the bosses that workers supported the closed shop demand; the

" employers had insisted that Helena Gutteridge was the cause of all of

the ceminlmssmgunion’s insistence on the demand and - that #memebership did not
back her. Tw-. At a ewew 0%'1/4’60[/)3

neet1n’a “r. Brock, the International Bres1dent gave an address”on the closed

~ shon, which repor§ﬂ1y woulq£hnv1nce Weven the most dullwitted” to supoort

the issue. This comment is most unfair, g1ven the rank and file's eagerness

from the inception of the strike to win union recogn1t1on The vote unanimously

% this demahd Te /n*Una/zanaJP'UWdeﬁ m Sﬁlb mavied al
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_‘Some mistrust 48 expressed at a later point in the strike when the top leadership
of the VTLC aw placed on the negotiating cormittee of the dninn.h In past
this move came from a desire to prove to the emplogers that the strikers
were not iso]ated and theat the union movement was willing t6 escalate its
support for the strikem, if necessary. . It also came from a wish to oversee

NumerduS
the use of the wamappuagee donation$ given to the strikess; uniors had given

liberally to the strike, "but so far they have done_so without being in tlposition
to acquire first hhnd.information on the situation.” They wanted to find

aut i$ the hard stance of the enp]oyers vas a result of-"misaporehension" as

to the 1ntent1ons of the un1non or thier uncomprom1s1ng oppos1t1on to the

c'lesed shop. h'hﬂe men had lead the union's negotmhons despite their

small numbersy in the Mmdustry, this "‘Co.?:gum- may have stermed from
;zii gender of the str1keuﬁrs who were considered inexpegienced in trade
unionism. The new negotiatigfors soon learned that the prob]em resided

clearly ingthe emp'l_oyers' house, not with the women on strike. 22

By the end of December there was a decided shift in union strateqy, HhiTe
the strikers held fasﬂthe Yinimum Yage Board had decided to hold hearings into
the wages in the laundry industy, The uniqn condicted questiona;res to
vorkers who stated that they needed between $14.85 to $20/ weeek to

live. A singée motehr, quotiné tthe last figure stated that g wand

tear on workess' clothes in the industry was extreme. llorkers also mentioned
‘that theyem ME no¥ sick benefits or insurance and that theivhages had to
cover thiese exiylcies. e’.:‘»utter;idge, anpgearing bethre the cmnmis§1'0n stated that
vomen were éacing high post-har inflatiop.and neeced a wage increase. The
commission &eclared a $|3.5q/Wee!'minimum Wage, which was iega]]y binding

upon emp]oyers. The B.C. Federatjonisi the labour press of the time, hailed
this as a major voctory, stating‘that organization counted for more than

.
employer concessions.
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It was c]ear~that the union had won arVictory through its willingness to
if1ght for decent wages for women, The problems with the‘minimum wage
legistion were sw1f1y pointed out by- Gutteridge, eighteen was the lowest

age covered by the act, all that emp]oyers need do now was to hire womne
below the age of e1ghteen and cont1nue to pay them a lower scale. She
demanded that the ur beard force emoloyers to hire only woren ‘covered by

the declared sca]e or to extend 1t to all workes in the industry, withstanding

aget " Thus “the act "nract1ca11y reestab]1shed the 1nadequate Fmge existing

beﬂre the strike". ' ears ’a'k( Yhe. union was,d'r n )
aheive awﬁgescale ef more W—an g/wcuc For 3”/.( - undarl?.

ith the n1n1mum wage estab]1shed the IIIllIStr1Pe col]ansed despite the
failure to acheive union recogn1t1on and a claosed shop. By the end

Vof January the workers had £ returned to their JObS and the union faded out
in d11 but a few sme shops. The prob]en that the strikers had addressed
in the begfhning, that had faroced them to hit the bricks in the frrst.
plac‘ewas not resolved: minimum wage legislation was nnl’y as @l good as
a union to enforce it. Without e contract the 1an§uageicou1d be phrased

to as to work in emploters' interests, and without a contract the union

had no mean§ of enforcement.
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