Assessing the Military's Role in the Unemployment Relief Scheme, 1932-1936

I can quite understand that life in these camps may be superior to that in very cheap lodgings and around the soup kitchens that have been established in many of our cities, but it does not seem to me the proper thing that relief camps should be under the Department of National Defence . . .

J.S. Woodward, 15 Mar 1934


By 1932, R.B. Bennett had all but conceded that Canada's downturn in economic productivity was more than just a seasonal variance in employment. It was, in fact, the beginning of the worst and longest lasting depression in Canada's history.
 His options in dealing with single, unemployed men who were congregating in large urban centres were limited. No longer willing to justify the costs of public works projects as a means of maintaining national employment levels, Bennett was intrigued by an unemployment relief scheme put forth by Major-General A.G.L. McNaughton, Canada's Chief of the General Staff. The primary objective, declared McNaughton, would be “to take the men off the streets who want to work; to feed them adequately and to clothe them properly.”


As a federal initiative, unemployment relief was a viable alternative to the public dole and welcome respite to the increasingly weary provincial governments that administered it. Only by improving their skills, argued McNaughton, might they maintain their dignity in such time of need: “The primary purpose to be served in the Unemployment Relief projects is the care of the maximum numbers possible of single, homeless transients . . . with the view to their return to the economic life of the Country in full working efficiency.”
 Not coincidentally, the Department of National Defence had a vested interest in administering the scheme. In as much as General McNaughton professed a genuine desire to care for the unemployed, he was equally concerned lest their congestion in large urban centres compel “the use of force in the suppression of disorders in the larger centres.”
 As Communist forces were preparing to organize “a nationwide organization of unemployed,” both Bennett and R.C.M.P. Commissioner Major-General James MacBrien were convinced that, “If we were rid of them there would be no unemployment or unrest in Canada.”


From the Department's point of view, then, relief camps would serve two distinct, yet differing purposes: they would provide meaningful work for the unemployed man while at the same time isolate him from “the active elements on which the ‘Red’ agitators could play.”
 Yet, herein lay McNaughton's dilemma: how could he instil a sense of self determination and moral support without appearing to take an active role in the control of these unemployed men? If we are to believe Brigadier-General C.F. Constantine's warning that “anything indicative of military control would be resented and probably lead to trouble,” then the involvement of the military in this scheme was as critical to its subsequent failure as the Communist element they purported to protect them from.


In spite of his department's involvement, it had always been McNaughton's intention that “no military discipline or training will be instituted; the status of all personnel will remain civilian in all respects.”
 Indeed, the long term success of his relief scheme depended upon his ability to separate the perceived ideals of the military from what was largely a civilian endeavour. To this end, he insisted that relief camps be relatively free from military influence: men were issued civilian attire and work boots, even when surplus military stocks were available; drill was strictly forbidden; and, “in only a few instances were individual projects, or groups of projects, in direct charge of officers of the Permanent Active Militia or Air Force; in the majority of cases the supervisory personnel were civilians in need of relief.”


From McNaughton's perspective, control lay not with the military, but with the unemployed themselves. Able-bodied men were admitted to relief camps at their own request, and were free to leave at any time. They were clothed, quartered, and fed at government expense, and “so far as practicable men will be given an opportunity to work at their own trades so that their efficiency and earning capacity shall not deteriorate.”
 While military personnel may have administered these camps, and provided logistical support for their well-being, “Control of personnel was exercised by an appeal to their reason and intelligence, not to their fear of punishment.”
 Indeed, during its first year of operation, control seemed hardly an issue.


Certainly, the momentum with which these camps proceeded was a credit to McNaughton's determination to overcome his critic's initial scepticism. Proclaimed by order-in-council on October 8, 1932, over 2,000 men were put to work constructing airfields and conducting repairs to the old fortifications at Halifax and Quebec City within the first month alone.
 By June of the following year, another 12,000 men had been recruited into approximately 80 different projects. Having placed his scheme at the forefront of Canadian social policy, McNaughton was poised to claim victory in having silenced any pretensions that the military was but a strong arm of the government: “I think I can claim that the traditional effectiveness and elasticity of the military system of administration has been smoothly adapted to a great civil purpose, and this without the setting up of any militaristic procedure objectionable to the minds of our general public always sensitive on these matters.”


In hindsight, however, this may have been a rather idealistic assessment. While most scholars agree that, in the strictest sense, relief camps were free from military discipline and training, author Roy Maddocks argues that there were many within government and the military who nevertheless viewed these camps as a means of exercising close control.
 It was not enough “to prevent the congestion of large numbers of single homeless men in the larger centres of population,” he explained to the Prime Minister;
 he genuinely believed that Communists were active in infiltrating work camps in an effort to perpetrate their aims: “No doubt the ‘Red’ organizations fully recognize the purpose of our work and it was for this reason primarily that they were trying to break it up and force us to send the men back into the Cities where in the intolerable conditions there obtaining they would soon be susceptible to their disruptive propaganda.”
 Not only was this predisposition fundamental to the development of camp policy, but it reinforced the perception that the military, specifically McNaughton, was firmly in charge. As chief policy maker and ultimate defender of the scheme, McNaughton was perhaps in the best position to determine who were eligible for employment, what they did while so employed, and how long they could stay in these camps.


While the Department maintained the voluntary aspect of relief camps, this was not always so clearly interpreted by those communities already overburdened with relief payments. Some single, unemployed men on public relief, for instance, were compelled to join the scheme at the risk of losing their existing benefits. As one labour movement bulletin reported, “they are told their name is drawn for the camp and should they refuse to go they are immediately cut off from receiving relief.”
 This does not imply, however, that efforts to have these men incarcerated as vagrants were foolproof. Having dismissed just such a case, one Ontario court refused to fall prey to this fallacy: “It seems to be implied that any unfortunate receiving relief who declines the first job offered becomes liable to conviction as a vagrant.”


Conversely, those who did volunteer were not always accepted. Because relief projects were so labour intensive, men who were deemed incapable of performing the necessary share of work or failed a rigorous physical examination upon arrival were systematically released: “It is not and never was our intention to use our projects as a means to relieve Provincial Governments of the responsibility for the care of the unfit.”
 Effectively, this allowed McNaughton to maintain a high level of productivity without the added expense of an extensive health care system.


Those who were accepted discovered that camp regulations, which McNaughton claimed “were no more stringent than those of a well-conducted construction or lumber camp,” were strictly enforced.
 Designed as much to protect the men from themselves as from those unwelcome agitators who might disrupt camp life, some regulations proved nonetheless controversial. Unlike their city dwelling counterparts, relief camp workers were not considered ‘domiciles’ under the Dominion Elections Act (1934), and so denied the right to vote. Similarly, until May of 1934, they were forbidden under existing regulations from even holding political meetings.


Most contentious was the issue of social collectivism and the treatment of grievances. While officials were instructed to investigate all complaints by camp inmates, action taken by groups of men were not to be recognized: “such complaints must be voiced by an individual.”
 More and more, however, those who complained of poor living conditions were themselves labelled agitators, and summarily discharged. Aware of their own discretionary powers of discipline, civilian foremen could be especially repressive of individual expression. Albert Janson, a relief camp worker from Kelowna, British Columbia, was dismissed for merely using abusive language to the foreman.
 Upon being informed of these regulations for the first time in 1935, opposition critics were quick to denounce government's apparent disregard for individual rights, claiming that “The army is about the only place where you might expect such a suppression of individual and private rights.”


In a bid to improve camp conditions, some outside agencies attempted to intervene on behalf of the unemployed. One group in particular, the Single Unemployed Protective Association of Vancouver, was active as an intermediary between relief camp workers and their military supervisors, often inquiring about specific conditions or individuals. The military, however, viewed their intentions altogether differently: “The object of this Association is to organize all camps for militant action, with a view, it is believed, of emptying the Camps and filling the City of Vancouver and other centres with men who have been 'discharged for cause' and therefore have become ineligible for relief in any form, thereby increasing the strength of the disaffected groups in these centres.”
 McNaughton's view of the outside threat to his relief camps strengthened an already unwavering perception that “the activities of radical organizations, closely affiliated with the Communist party of Canada, were directed towards breaking up the camp system of relief.”
 It did little, however, to address the demands of the unemployed.


Chief among them, the question of ‘wages’ had been a thorn in the side of government since the very inception of the scheme. Relief workers were not employed by the crown in any capacity that might be construed as public service, and as such did not earn a wage, nor were they protected by worker's compensation.
 Paid a meagre twenty cents per day, this allowance was granted for the purchase of those necessities which could not be adequately regulated or provided by any other means. While this may have allowed McNaughton to maintain an overall cost of relief below the government's mandate of one dollar per day per man, even Bennett's own (MacDonald) Commission of Inquiry on Relief Camps was to observe that, the absence of a wage rendered a future opportunity of leaving the camps with any considerable amount of money impossible, and that, as the months passed by, the men drifted into either an attitude of hopeless indifference or of studied rebellion. We are satisfied that this state of mind is fruitful field for exploitation by the agitator and trouble maker.


No better example of this can be found than that which transpired at Project No. 33 at Long Branch, Ontario. These unemployed men, having been specially trained as bricklayers or carpenters, were much less concerned with Communist agitation than the mere twenty cents per day they earned for their labour. Even under threat of dismissal, they were easily influenced by their own elected committees, and the entire work camp went on strike in 1933.
 Unyielding in their demands “for high rates of wages for skilled labour and alleged dissatisfaction with conditions of employment,” McNaughton closed the entire project.
 In the final analysis, the Chief of General Staff was as critical of his own personnel as those agitators who sought to disrupt the project: “. . . the Officer Commanding the District had allowed to grow a recognition of certain committees which were said to have been elected by the men; that this was absolutely contrary to our instructions, and that in my opinion the recognition of these Councils or Committees was the primary reason why the trouble had developed.”


The MacDonald Commission's report, while generally favourable to McNaughton's scheme, was seized upon for its admission that “morale and incentive gradually disappear with the continuance of these camps.”
 Echoing that which Woodsworth had claimed only four months earlier, these few words appear to contradict completely McNaughton's intention “to build up morale through work; to proceed by persuasion and not by compulsion,” and prove a serious blow to his credibility.
 While relatively few, including government opposition, questioned the necessity or nature of the projects that were undertaken by the scheme, there was mounting pressure on all sides to improve the perceived deficiencies in the welfare of the unemployed men under his charge: “I do not think that this relief work should be placed under the military in any way whatever. I admit that these men are receiving decent food, and in many cases clothing and shelter, but I do submit that there is nothing in the life of the relief camp to give these men any real hope. I think it is the surest way to develop bums and criminals.”
 Rather than address these underlying concerns, McNaughton stood fast against those Communist elements to whom he attributed these deficiencies: “the few legitimate grievances were magnified out of all proportion to their importance by agitators who wished to make use of them for political purposes.”
 Ultimately, and as McNaughton's supporters so often pointed out, “If the men do not consider that they are conditions under which they desire to live, they can leave.”


Such a statement, however, strikes hard at the core of McNaughton's inconsistencies. If, as he truly believed, it was the Communists who were the source of camp discontent and it was their aim to liberate the unemployed from these camps in order to support their own agenda, then would not compelling them to leave because of poor living conditions merely play into the hands of his supposed adversaries? Surely, such political rhetoric only strengthens Woodworth's argument that the conditions of the depression far outweighed any political consideration the unemployed might have endeared towards these Communist agitators. However strongly they might have looked down upon them, relief camps were their only alternative: “I do not mean to say that there is forced labour in the sense in which we have thought of it in some countries, but when a man is hungry and in a bad way, economic necessity forces him.”


With the tide of popular opinion turning against the Conservatives, Woodward was not the only one in government to question the value of military authority over relief camps. The approach in 1934 of several crucial by-elections forced even the most ardent of anti-Communists, Bennett himself, to confront his unenviable position. To maintain the camps meant certain defeat at the polls; to ignore the advice of his senior military advisor and personal confidant, however, was to invite “a very serious situation probably requiring the use of troops in aid of the civil power.”
 In choosing the former, Bennett merely accelerated his own decline at the expense of prolonging the latter.


While McNaughton's relief camps would remain in existence for another two years, the problems already inherent within the camps most certainly precipitated the massive B.C. relief worker's strike of 1935. What was at once a local matter, the strike of over 2,000 Communist backed relief workers in Vancouver, quickly developed into a provincial concern, then a national crisis when 800 of these men entrained for Ottawa to air their grievances. The On to Ottawa Trek, and the resultant riot at Regina that left one policeman dead and several hundred relief workers injured, represented the culmination of Bennett's worse fears, and the beginning of the end of McNaughton's Unemployment Relief Scheme.


Sadly, both are to blame. McNaughton's failure to reconcile his social agenda with his own and Bennett's obvious political biases forced a wedge between the needs of the unemployed and the needs of government. Whatever useful purpose the military might have played in administering to the requirements of such a large, and volatile group of men was clouded by government's inability to distinguish the unemployed from the radical. Consequently, their response to the On to Ottawa Trek, intended to restore public confidence in conservative values, served only to further eroded government's position, to the point where Bennett was perceived as having “done more to create communism than any ten men in Canada.”
 What was meant to shield these men from outside interference in actuality helped to incubate it.


This is hardly the outcome that Bennett and McNaughton would have conceived of when the idea for an Unemployment Relief Scheme was first proposed. While their intentions might have been justifiable in terms of the national crisis they were forced to deal with, the means by which they implemented this scheme lacked a foresight that would relegate Conservative ambitions to the bottom of public opinion for an entire generation to come. Such was the will of a population that was even more tolerant than the government that represented it: “Communists may be a menace to democracy, but in all seriousness I submit that the arbitrary action of government is a greater menace to society.”
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