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Saskatchewan Archives Board, Tape R-320 
Excerpts transcribed from interview with Harry Nicholson, Estevan City Council 
member at the time of riot.  Interviewed 24 August 1973 in Estevan by Larry 
Johnston 
 
Nicholson: 
City Council had a meeting when we were advised there was going to be a parade here.  
We had a special meeting and advised the man in charge at Bienfait by wire.  Of course 
we don’t know if he ever got it – it was badly handled in that way.  Because they should 
have had somebody take it to him and sign for it, but they never did.  Sloan was kinda 
the leader.  They had other fellows here, but he was the backer.  The wire was 
forbidding the parade.  We had the meeting before noon and it was sent directly after 
that by the secretary under instructions from the council.  I don’t just remember the 
wording of the wire because the secretary sent it.  But as I remember it said, “we were 
advised the union is organizing a parade to be marched on Estevan.”  And then they 
said that the city council at a meeting has voted to notify you that the parade is 
prohibited.  I wouldn’t say that that’s just the exact words but that’s the sens of it.  No, 
there was one other thing – action will be taken to prohibit the parade.  That’s all – I don’t 
believe it ever said police. 
 
The council was not all unanimous on this.  It was they were afraid that there would be 
trouble in the middle of the town and that the stores would likely be broken into and so 
on.  This was the main reason for prohibiting the parade.  There were other things said 
but this was the main thing and there were requests for some of the merchants to certain 
councilors and the Mayor especially…. 
 
Interviewer: 
I’m told that these sorts of parades were sort of traditional in a lot of mining disputes.  
Was council aware of this?  Or did they even think this was, in fact, true? 
 
Nicholson: 
No doubt, we knew about it.  About parades in other places.  There isn’t any question 
about that. 
 
Interviewer: 
Had there been, to your knowledge, trouble of that sort in other parades? 
 
Nicholson: 
I don’t think it was ever raised there.  As a matter of fact, the matter of a parade 
anywhere else wasn’t actually raised.  But you can’t say we didn’t know about it, 
because we all read the newspapers, and knew about parades in other places.  This 
may have had something to do with agitating some of the fellows too, I don’t know…. 
 
Souris Avenue, this is where the trouble started, when the police cracked “Old Dan” 
(Dan Moore) over the head.  They attempted to go and the police attempted to stop 
them.  What first started the fighting was when Dan got rapped over the head.  I don’t 
know why he got rapped over the head. 
 
Interviewer: 
As the fighting progressed the RCMP and the town constables started to retreat a bit…. 
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Nicholson: 
They fired over the heads of the rioters, they parade, or whatever you want to call it.  
There were tow or three women there, very radical ones, with their hair flying and 
swearing…. 
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Saskatchewan Archives Board, Tape R-357 
Excerpts transcribed from interview with W.D. McKay, Estevan City Policeman 
involved in riot. Interviewed 2 September 1973 in Regina by Larry Johnston 
 
I maintained then, and I maintain to this day, that, having worked there, that the whole 
trouble with the mines was that they wanted a check-off man on the weigh scales to see 
that they were getting paid for what they dug.  I have no idea how things were worked 
out in those days but I did say at that time when I worked in the mines – that was back in 
twenty-seven or twenty-eight – that the miners should be paid so that if the cost of living 
goes up, his wages should go up automatically.  They held a Royal Commission on this 
thing for a whole winter after that, the winter of thirty-one I think it was.  And they came 
up with the earth-shaking statement in the spring, after spending about – well I know that 
the people on the board would be getting about $75.00 a day plus expenses, and they 
prolonged this thing all winter – and they came up with the earth shaking statement after 
about six months deliberations, that they should charge more for the coal.  Well any two 
year old kid could have told them that before they started…. 
 
An entry driver, that’s a miner who works in a room, he can branch off from that entry 
and open up a big room.  It’s a lot easier to mine coal in a big room…. You have to be a 
pretty precise miner to do this sort of thing, and those fellows were getting $1.20 in 1927 
for a ton….  He was able to get to keep body and soul and live pretty good.  Those deep 
seam mines were not bad places to work.  Then about 1927, 28, 29 they brought in 
boatloads of people from central Europe, and they were sent down to the mines, an 
awful lot of them, because they were miners.  And they came in and down went the 
wages.  They could get them so much cheaper, because they were desperate for jobs.  
Instead of the government seeing that they were getting paid at a decent fee, they were 
just left to the mercy of the mine owners.  So they went and took anything they could.  
Consequently the wages wend down to twenty-five cents a ton….  This is when the 
trouble started.  As I say, I didn’t know very much about mining coal or anything else in 
those days, but I thought that this was an awful way for prices to go like this, and the 
cost-of-living be such that they couldn’t operate.  And I think this holds true today, that 
everything should be based on the cost-of-living…. 
 
“Well the trouble started in the early summer, the Truax Traer Coal Company came in 
and they were setting up the big shovel strip mining operation, and the miners went out 
on strike, and the mine operators didn’t really worry too much about it because not much 
coal was being mined anyway because it was summer. 
 
But came fall, and that’s usually when the busy season starts, and they didn’t go back to 
work, and then there was a hassle over wages and the usual bickering back and forth, 
and the mine operators would offer a settlement, and they [the miners] wouldn’t accept it, 
and eventually it began to look as like they wouldn’t accept any kind of a settlement.  If 
you want my own personal opinion, and I don’t know whether you do or not, but this 
seems engineered by the money interests in the coal business, and that the deep seam 
mines were being wrecked by the strip operations.  This is what I always figured was the 
trouble….” 
 
“It bore it out, because later on prior to the riot, working nights on the police force, I 
would see heads of the strikers, Tom [Yuen], Scarlett, and Forkin and all those kind of 
characters coming out of the manager’s house of the Truax Traer Coal Company, and 3 
or 4 o’clock in the morning, usually muled up and staggering out of there, and putting 2 
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and 2 together, I wondered often what they were doing there when they were supposed 
to be against these peoples.  They never did do anything to the Truax Traer Coal 
Mine….” 
 
The miners had paraded in Bienfait and all over the place prior to this.  And the miner 
operators eventually had just about closed up the mines and said – that’s it, forget it, 
when you guys get ready to go to work we’ll open the mines.  Now we’re all done, you 
see, what are you going to do now?  So they paraded around Bienfait, and so what?  It’s 
like parading out in that yard.  If you want to parade there, alright, go ahead; and keep it 
going until you get tired.  So in order to get recognition they had to get into a bigger 
center, which would be Estevan.  And they got to cause some sort of trouble and get the 
thing known.  This is usually what happens in riots and strikes of all descriptions.  You 
got to recognize you’re going to have some sort of a furor some place.  [If the police had 
not stopped them] they would have broken into every store.  We knew they were going 
to break into the liquor store.  The mere fact that they came after we had forbidden them 
to come was breaking the law.  And they were armed for any trouble.  They would have 
cleaned out every store in town I’m sure…. 
 
As far as the riot was concerned there was letters and telegrams went to the union 
people in Bienfait, where they had their headquarters, that they were forbidden to have a 
parade.  We knew they were going to parade in Estevan and we had forbidden them to 
parade.  And the Town Council passed an order and sent them telegrams to forbid them 
too.  But they apparently never disclosed that to the miners…. 
 
The last union meeting was held by Annie Buller in Bienfait the Sunday before.  She 
really flamed them up.  They came in there, and we knew they had a bunch of shock 
troopers, about 50 shock troopers, who were fairly well boozed up on homebrew.  We 
also knew they were to raid the liquor store….  They were to go and turn the contents of 
the liquor store over.  They were the guys who seemed to be the spearhead of the whole 
thing….  They were really armed with all kinds of weapons, of course clubs and axes, 
and all sorts of things.  And they practically overwhelmed us.  There was only thirty odd 
policemen in the whole brigade to stop this mob.  And consequently we had to start 
shooting.  We started shooting into the ground to start with…. 
 
The parade came up there very slowly and vast hoards of cars and people and one thing 
and another, and women and children and everything else….  It was estimated at the 
time to be in the thousands, how many I wouldn’t say.  But it was between two, three or 
five thousand….  They were a long time coming.  But they got to the intersection of 
Souris Ave. and McCutcheon [Chief of Police] and I walked out there.  We figured that 
the Mounted Police would come along with us, behind us.  We walked from the Town 
Hall out to Souris Avenue….  We met the big parade right there and he ordered them to 
halt and disperse and go home.  They became very angry and encircled us, and 
knocked him down….and I dragged him out of there.  I never got hurt or hit.  I didn’t 
know it anyway.  I probably got hit and had some sore bumps later on.  I don’t know 
when I got them or where I got them. 
 
Then we found that the Mounted Police weren’t behind us, we were cut off, but I did get 
him back to the lines.  Well he couldn’t walk, as they had  hit him in the shoulder with a 
car axle, and knocked it out of joint.  He suffered for months with that….  He got back up 
into the firing line, both of us did.  They had brought with them rocks and they had these 
bridge washers about half a pound each of steel.…   They got them from constructions 
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and one thing or another down around the mines….  We had just had a fellow by the 
name of Louis Logberg (sp?) just hours before the riot rake the stones off the 
intersection….with a garden rake.  And just prior to the riot I went out and stopped him 
and said, “You better get out of here cause there’s liable to be trouble.”  So Louis took 
off…. 
 
The strikers would run right up and pull their shirts open, shouting “Shoot me you son-of-
a-bitch.”  And some of them got accommodated….  They were drunk…. They started 
throwing rocks the minute we got out of there and probably prior to that too….So they 
cut our lines and we couldn’t get word out.  We were outnumbered so bad we figured we 
were going to get snowed under.  We eventually got a car loose and sent it out to bring 
these guys back in (referring to the RCMP posted at Truax-Traer mine.)  They came in, 
this was under Inspector Moorehead out there, and he had a gang with rifles.  And he 
came in round about town and lined up there here along with the rest of us, and he just 
knelt that gang down with the rifles.  He wasn’t actually a policeman, as such.  He was 
an Inspector of Mounted Police but he was a soldier from India and he knew how to 
handle riots.  And he just let fly with the rifles and consequently several people were shot, 
three of them killed outright….  We had been firing into the ground and these people 
wouldn’t go back because they said it was all blanks….  The ones who got shot was 
when Moorhead came in with his gang of riflemen.  He meant business…. 
 
[The fire engine was brought out] when I got McCutcheon back out of there and they 
went over there to hook it up.  By the time they hooked it up I was over here on this side 
of the street, lined up here with the police….  There had been quite a bit of shooting….  
When they were trying to hook this up it was terrible.  Men were on top of that with axes 
trying to and then they did, bash that thing up….  I don’t think they did get the hose 
hooked up.  They were scare off and beaten up too…. 
 
You didn’t even know there was anybody killed until the thing was over.  That’s pretty 
hard to determine….  We saw people that were hit in the foot or something like that, on 
account of these bullets ricocheting off the gravel stones and their partners dragging 
them away.  We knew there was one or two like that.  After one or two like that 
happened, well then the people started to disperse.  In the meantime these bullets had 
sprayed out, and there was probably five or six hundred shells fired into the crowd and 
somebody was bound to get hit and they did get hit, from even a block away….  The 
inquest showed that they were all shot with forty-five slugs which could come from any 
Mounted Policeman’s gun.  We were not armed with that sort of weapon….  We had 
thirty-two automatics, that’s all we had….  But when they got hit or how, I don’t know. 
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Saskatchewan Archives Board, Tape R-325 
Excerpts transcribed from interview with Peter Gembey, miner in Bienfait area at 
the time of riot, interviewed 18 July 1973 in Bienfait by Larry Johnston and Ron 
Adams. 
 
Interviewer: 
Let’s say you worked as many days as possible in the month; do you remember how 
many tons you could get – say, in a day? 
 
Gembey: 
Well, it depended on what shape you were in.  They used to put two men together, and if 
they paried them up and they were both healthy gusy and they knew how to shoot that 
coal, they would put 3500 pounds in that car.  They would load that in no time.  They had 
guys with horses that would pull those cards out.  Two guys who were healthy could load 
14 or 15, even 18 or 20 tons a day; so they made a little.  But if you were older, or you 
had an older partner, they would make only 12 or 13 of those cards; mind you, those 
cards were about a ton and a half. 
 
Interviewer: 
I guess the rates of pay varied, but they paid you about 45 cents a ton? 
 
Gembey:  
Yes, it was something like that, but it wasn’t actually clear because we had to buy 
powder, paper to make those cartridges. 
 
Interviewer: 
 
What were squibs? 
 
Gembey: 
A squib is made to the same principle as a firecracker, only it was thin and about 6 
inches long….When you light it, it give you time to run away from there.  When the slow 
burn gets to the powder like a firecracker, it starts shooting ahead through the hole that 
leads into the black powder and ignites, and the explosion occurs.  There was plenty of 
smoke. 
 
Interviewer: 
I see.  And it was difficult to work after you had blown? 
 
Gembey: 
At that time they usually just blew at 12 o’clock and 6 o’clock at night.  But when you 
blasted that coal at 12 o’clock, and took and hour for dinner, if there was good ventilation 
it cleared up pretty good.  But in the rooms where the men worked, -- they were just like 
a tunnel – if the room was far from the head entry where the air was circulating, the 
smoke would just gradually leak out.  The miners had to shovel to get the air moving. 
 
Interviewer: 
To circulate the air? 
 
Gembey:  
Yes, and then it clears out.  But it usually stayed smoky till 2:30 or 3 o’clock. 
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Interviewer: 
You couldn’t work? 
 
Gembey: 
Well, you worked.  You had to work.  If you don’t work, you don’t get paid.  Most of the 
time they had to feel where the coal was.  When it was clear you could shovel right into 
the car; but after dinner you had to carry a shovelful and look for the car. 
 
Interviewer:  
You couldn’t see where the car was? 
 
Gembey: 
That’s right.  You could load so much and then you would have to go to the main entry 
where the air was straight, and stay there a few minutes, and then go back again, 
because – you don’t load, you don’t get nothing.  It used to be in the morning that the 
miners would make most because they should have blown at 6 o’clock the night before 
and during the night the smoke would all clear out.  They came in the morning and if 
they could get wagons it would be their biggest half day.  But there were other jobs too.  
If you came in the morning and there were cave-ins on the tracks, by the time you 
cleared them there would be two or three hours gone.  For a while they used to give you 
an hour at 35 cents for cleaning that up, but later on, when they started getting tough – 
about 1927 – the miner had to do that for nothing.  Form then on they were just pressing 
harder and harder.  The miners had to do something.  The only way they could improve 
themselves was by organizing.  It took a long time … a lot of talking among the miners 
before they realized they had to have help.  Most of them, they were afraid to speak up, 
because in those years if you mentioned anything about the union, out you go…. 
 
Interviewer: 
So, you were working on the cutting machine until the spring of 1931.  Then you started 
organizing for the union? 
 
Gembey: 
No, we started organizing, like I said, when the bosses began putting pressure on the 
miners in 1927. 
 
Interviewer: 
That early? 
 
Gembey: 
Yes, up until then everybody seemed to be satisfied.  They worked in the winter and 
saved up a little money; in the summertime they didn’t work so steady, but the 
storekeepers would give you more than you earned in the summer because they knew 
you would stay in the winter.  But in 1927, and after that, as I said, they started pressing 
the miners.  If the miner came to a place that was caved in, they he cleaned it up for 
maybe two hours for nothing.  Before they made something, but after that they refused 
to pay them.  If miners were unlucky enough to get a workplace that was downhill there 
would be water there; they would have to carry that water in pails maybe 150 to 200 feet 
over the hill to dump it.  That was for nothing.  They didn’t get paid for it.  You came in 
the morning and worked for maybe an hour and half carrying that water before you could 
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start working.  During the day the water would start accumulating, so you had to quit 
loading coal and take the water out. 
 
Interviewer: 
Why did they start refusing to pay for the water at that time? 
 
Gembey: 
Well, nobody knows.  They just refused to pay.  Those were just a couple of examples – 
working conditions – there were bad places where there was no air at all; the miners 
would complain.  They just wouldn’t do nothing.  And they used to steal from the miners 
who were loading by ton.  They used to steal them blind.  One month, it was in October, 
usually the busiest season, well I was on a cutting machine.  There were three cutting 
machines.  Well, in 1928, in October we worked 10 hours a day, 6 days a week, and at 
the end of the month the company gave us a free dance and a bonus of 5 hours – that’s 
35 cents an hour – because they loaded the most ever:  39,000 tons.  Myself and the 
other men who worked on the machines, we started comparing our tonnage.  We got 
together, you know, and said: “How many tons did you have last month?”  We figured it 
out and ll we got paid for was a little over 18,000 tons.  And here they gave us a free 
dance because they broke the record and loaded 39,000 tons!  We didn’t get paid for it 
as machine men; and also the miners.  They stole actually half that coal.  Everything 
started accumulating and the miners couldn’t take it any more, so they just had to start 
getting organized.  After 1928 the miners eyes were opened quite a bit, because the 
companies themselves spread the information.  We didn’t know ourselves how much … 
but this month they were bragging that they broke the record.  These little things down in 
the mine and everything like that, forced the miners to do something. 
 
Interviewer: 
They were short weighing you up on the scales? 
 
Gembey: 
Oh yes, they gave us whatever they felt like giving us, that’s all. 
 
Interviewer: 
You didn’t have a union checkweighman? 
 
Gembey: 
A company man.  And in the fall of 1929 and the winter of 1930 they cut our wages!  The 
guys that were getting 35 cents an hour, they cut them down to 33 and one third.  The 
fellows that were paid by the ton, they cut them down 5 or 6 cents a ton.  So all those 
things had to be stopped somehow.  The only way they could be stopped was by getting 
a union. 
 
Interviewer: 
Now, you organized a union here yourselves around Bienfait, did you not, before the 
mineworkers union came in?  Do you remember what happened to that union?  It was 
very small. 
 
Gembey:  
That came after 1931.  That was the Bienfait local. 
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Interviewer: 
I was thinking of a little before that.  I think it was John Loughran and Bernie Winn who 
started to organize in the summer of 1931. 
 
Gembey: 
That’s something I don’t know, because the first thing we thought, some of us guys, was 
how to get in touch with an organizer….. 
 
Interviewr: 
So you were looking for a Canadian union? 
 
Gembey: 
….  So finally they got in touch with the other one and they got Forkin and Sam Scarlett 
as organizers. 
 
Interviewer: 
Do you remember Joe Forkin at all?  What he looked like? 
 
Gembey: 
Oh yes, but to describe him… 
 
Interviewer: 
It was so long ago. 
 
Gembey: 
I can almost see his picture.  He was a powerful speaker, both him and Sam Scarlett 
were good speakers.  I can’t describe him.  He was dark-haired and younger… 
 
Interviewer: 
He was about 30 or 31, I think, at the time. 
 
Gembey: 
Yes, something like that.  So when they started to organize, right away they were called 
communists too!  And troublemakers. 
 
Interviewer: 
They didn’t admit that they were communists, did they? 
 
Gembey: 
They didn’t but the mine operators called them that.  The rumour spread all over that 
they were communists too….   To frighten the miners away from them, to intimidate 
them….  The miners knew that all that was propaganda against the union.  So they 
worked harder amongst themselves, and finally they got organized…. 
 
Interviewer: 
Do you remember how the strike came about?  I know the wages were being cut.  Do 
you remember how you decided to strike?  Did you vote? 
 
Gembey:  
(Pause) Yes.  You see it took us a long time – almost a year and a half before we could 
get the whole field organized.  Actually it started in the fall of 1930, but it was a slow 
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process.  Every miner was  scared of losing their jobs, but when wages went down in the 
winter of 1930-31 the miners really started to take the union cards…. 
 
Finally when the miners were 100% organized and got their demands on paper, the 
bosses thought the whole field was “red” and “troublemakers.”  Not only a few of 
us….even the English, and some of them were First War veterans.  They were called 
red too.  Just because they were presenting demands to the company.  The company 
refused to have anything to do with them and that’s what brought about the strike. 
 
Interviewer: 
Charlie Morfit, the man who was the president of the Operators Association, refused to 
sit at the bargaining table with reds. 
 
Gembey: 
Well yes, that’s it.  That’s right.  And, as I say, a few of us were laid off in the print of ’31 
before the strike was called because we were talking openly about the union, and 
therefore we were red and troublemakers.  Some of the rest of them were still working, 
but finally, when they got all the miners organized, and the committee went with their 
demands to the company, they were reds too, and troublemakers.  Most of the guys on 
the committee were English speaking. 
 
Interviewer: 
On the strike committee?  I thought so. 
 
Gembey: 
Yes, like Martin Day and the others.  There were no … they called us foreigners…. 
 
Interviewer: 
…What about the Truax Traer [mine]?  Did you unionize the Truax-Traer?  Did you have 
miners down there? 
 
Gembey: 
There weren’t many miners there; it was modern. 
 
Interviewer: 
That was the first strip mine? 
 
Gembey: 
There were a few miners, and some of them joined the union, not all of them.  Especially 
the guys that were running the shovels.  They were all Americans, anyway.  They had a 
different system there than they have now.  There were no trucks to haul the coal; they 
had cars. 
 
Interviewer: 
They laid down tracks? 
 
Gembey: 
Yes.  So, they had men working there (in the union) but they didn’t have them all. 
 
Interviewer: 
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Do you remember when the Truax-Traer brought in the big power shovel?  I think it was 
12930.  Were you afraid of the shovel? 
 
Gembey: 
Well, most miners for a while didn’t think it would hurt.  When they started producing coal 
it wasn’t clean, and there were rumours that some cars were sent back to them; but 
when the jobs started to ease up, the miners were frightened. 
 
Interviewer: 
How about when the strike was on and Truax-Traer were still able to ship coal?  They 
kept working, didn’t they? 
 
Gembey:  
Yes, they kept working.  They had their own boarding house, some of the men joined the 
union secretly, but they couldn’t very well go out – say 15 men – while others were 
working; it was useless.  They kept working.  And when the strike started, that’s when 
they brought a bunch of Mounties in, because they thought the strikers might do some 
damage to the [steam] shovel [used to strip mine coal at the Truax-Traer mine]. 
 
Interviewer: 
Why would they think that? 
 
Gembey:  
That was beyond anybody’s thought at the time.  Well, the way they had it the miners 
were all reds, troublemakers, and liable to do something vicious.  And even at the time 
the parade was to take place in Estevan, most of the businessmen had the idea that 
they were going to go there and start some kind of revolution.  Truax-Traer had the 
same idea, I guess.  They had those Mounties guarding it. 
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Saskatchewan Archives Board, Tape R-326 
Excerpts transcribed from interview with Howard A. Babcock, local resident and 
mine cook in 1930s, interviewed 19 June 1973 in Regina by Larry Johnston. 
 
The Conditions 
 
Well the conditions were very, very poor in the mines.  The timbering was poor, there 
was a great lack of adequate timbering to timber the mines.  The wages were bad.  
There were big coal cars, and a man dug out a ton and half or a ton and three0-quarters 
in order to get credit for a ton -- to get paid for a ton.  I don’t remember the rate per ton, 
but it was very low. 
 
And the conditions underground were very bad.  There was a lot of water in some of the 
mines that the miners had to take out.  And they weren’t paid for removing the water.  
They were expected to put it into tanks, and there were few pumps in those days, and it 
was hauled out on the same track as the coal cars and dumped when it got to the top.  
They had a slack pit that they dumped it into.  And the miners were very hard done by.  
They dug more coal then they got paid for and they were expected to lay the track into 
their rooms.  And if the turn at the edge of their room and the meeting of the entry broke 
down then the miner just wouldn’t get his coal out ‘til he repaired it.  They’d say, “Oh, the 
company man is coming, the company man is coming,” but he never seemed to get 
there.  In order to get the coal out, get credit for digging any coal, why they had to repair 
the track. 
 
And the living was very poor.  A good miner would make a little bit, but for the most part, 
the average miner, it depended on how many coal orders there were and such like this.  
The demand for coal and this.  There was many people, by the time they paid the store 
bill, the store bill was taken off their pay, they were supposed to get, and by the time 
they bought their squibs, the black powder that was used for blasting, the carbide that 
was used in the miners lamps, by the time they bought all this, there was usually no take 
home pay.  It was just an existence, they could exist.  Usually this is true like the old 
song – “You owed your soul to the company store.” 
 
The most of the mines were a company town, you lived on company property.  If you 
were fortunate enough to get into a company house you paid so much rent for the 
company house, which was quite nominal actually.  Included in this, if you were on 
company property, you were expected to buy at the company store.  Their prices was 
higher, and if you had a few eggs to sell or a little butter to sell to the company store or 
trade for groceries you got a very poor price for this.   There didn’t seem to be any too 
much limit to credit except to a miner that they thought they weren’t going to get the coal 
back out of.  I can remember my sister-in-law and my mother-in-law going into Estevan.  
They’d get a chance for a ride to Estevan, quite often in a farm wagon of one of their 
relatives or one of the ethnic group in the area who were farmers, and they were scared 
to death to come back from town with the groceries they’d purchased more cheaply.  So 
the women, in their billowing skjirts of that day, and petticoats, they’d hang this all up 
around their waists with strings, they’d tie it all up underneath their skirts and walk into 
their camp.  They’d be about thirty pounds heavier.  And this was quite necessary 
because if anyone of the company stools, or employers’ stool-pigeons, seen them bring 
it in, they would be reported and they would be let know about it and maybe even fired.  
And the mail-orders, they weren’t allowed to put out too much mail-orders.  If they could 
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buy clothing at the local store, they weren’t allowed to buy shoes outside or anything like 
that.  They had to get them out of the company store at the higher price. 
 
And the health of the people was very poor.  The women were run down from too much 
child-bearing and the youngsters were born under the most adverse of conditions -- 
usually with just a mid-wife or one of the neighbours in.  There was no such thing as 
calling a doctor in those days.  If you did call him you wouldn’t probably get him anyway.  
Dr. Creighton was away in Estevan, and he didn’t make very many house calls, except 
to the hierarchy and the employer types.  They tried to keep a doctor in the hospital in 
Bienfait, but this was quite hard to do.  Nobody liked the job, and nobody had paid, and 
nobody could pay the doctor.  Sometimes they were paid off over a matter of years in 
things such as eggs and butter and things like this.  Those that could scare up a little bit 
to pay. 
 
I was mentioning about the poor health of the infants and the mothers.  The mortality 
rate was awfully high among the young mothers – in childbirth without adequate medical 
care; and the youngsters – the lack of nourishment.  If the mothers couldn’t breast-feed 
them, I would say there was about one out of four reached the age of six.  They usually 
died in childhood of childhood diseases.  About three was the average life span of the 
babies.  If they reached three they were fortunate and would probably make it on. 
 
The living conditions were very poor, the houses were drafty, and they were just more or 
less tarpaper shacks.  Take in the valley, there at Taylorton mine.  They were down in 
the coulee to try and get a little break from the wind and the snow drifted over the 
surface and into the coulee, and it became enormously deep in the winter time.  It did 
help insulate their barns and their houses, which was pretty well all one building.  Most 
of the time they had a cow or a few chickens, and the women used to go out and sweep 
grain out of the empty grain cars that come in.  And this was cooked up as a rule to feed 
the pigs or the cow or whatever they had.  The chickens, or course, would eat it raw.  
And it was a very disturbing kind of life, a very low class kind of life, if you like. 
 
My mother-in-law’s house, for instance, there was a big family in there and two or three 
boarders.  She made home-brew to try and keep things going.  It was cold and drafty 
and they couldn’t get much coal.  They were charged a certain amount for the coal they 
got from the mines, what they couldn’t steal.  They used to steal the spills from the cars, 
and that, and tried to take this home, but this didn’t make for too good burning.  Often 
they’d change the baby’s diaper, and it’d be frozen on the foot of the bed in the morning.  
There’d be ice on top of the water-pail, and even ice on the reservoirs, which was their 
way of heating water on the back of the stove.  They usually had a wooden barrel of 
water in the house for drinking water, and this used to be frozen up most of the time…. 
 
Organizing The Miners 
 
And there was quite a class set up in the mine.  The foreign element, who they tried to 
get to do the bulk of the heavy work, were Ukrainians, Slavics, and Lithuanians, some 
Russians and very few Scandinavians.  And the boss types seemed to be mostly of 
British extraction and Irish, English, and Scotch.  Mostly English and Scotch and there 
was also some Welsh.  But for shortness sake we’ll call them British from now on.  And 
they got most of the best jobs.  The area bosses, which was a certain section of the 
mine, tried to compete with each other, trying to get the most work out of the foreign 
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miner.  And they sure did!  Those foreign miners were just as hard as nails.  Their diet 
wasn’t that good, but everything they had on their backs was solid muscle. 
 
They were a sort of left wing group these bunch of miners.  The employer types in the 
mine, the mine owners and the mine managers, they played up the ethnic division 
between the miners and they tried to get as much work out of the “foreign” element, as 
they called them, which was the Ukrainian group mostly.  And they tried to play one 
Ukrainian against the other.  They would give him a little promotion, just if he could keep 
the rest of his countrymen in line, and things like this.  They might pay him a little better 
rate or give him so much for being timber foreman in the area, things like this, just to 
keep the ethnic pot boiling as much as they could, to keep the animosity between the 
groups at a fever pitch all the time…. 
 
They held some public meetings but in this respect most of the halls and the boarding 
houses that were around belonged to the employer group, so it was very hard to get a 
place to meet.  Some of the tactics they used were to have a meeting at a farm house of 
one of their Ukrainian friends, and they’d have the union organizer over there to talk to 
them.  They’d have a baloney sandwich maybe, and a cup of weak coffee made usually 
in the wash boiler.  Then they’d go back and talk it up amongst their fellow workers, the 
few that did not get out to it.  But everybody couldn’t leave because right away the boss 
would get suspicious and follow.  And then the boss was pumping his stool pigeon types 
as they came back to work the next day to see what he could get out of them; or get out 
as much information on how the union was doing or things like this.  But they did get a 
little support from the railway groups and such as this. 
 
So under this type of atmosphere it wasn’t too hard for anybody to come in and get them 
to rise up as a body.  But the union that came in, the Mine Workers of Canada, were a 
left wing organization, to the point of practically being communist, I would suggest.  But 
they did try to organize the miners.  Which was an awful job, because these miners you 
must remember were living on company property, all under the eyes of company 
security guards, who were legionaires and people of this nature, and mostly of British 
extraction.  And their attitude was – “We’ll keep this foreign element in check and keep 
them working and keep them producing coal, because it’s good for business and the 
mine owners will make money.”  They always cried that they weren’t making money, that 
they had to sell the coal too cheaply and this, but they were making money off the sweat 
and brow and the austerity of particularly the foreign groups, the Ukrainian groups. 
 
The miners had some sympathy from other people because not only were there 
Ukrainians among the mining groups, there were Ukrainians for example working for the 
railroad.  There were Ukrainian farmers around there and close relatives, like White 
Russians and there were some German people.  The German people that were there 
seemed to be quite industrious.  They seemed to be able to take it, seemed to be able to 
live with a little higher level of wealth than that of the Ukrainian, but it wasn’t too hard to 
convince them there must be a better way, and we’ll form a strike and we’ll force the 
boss into giving us a better deal for our digging of his coal.  And particularly after the riot 
the railway groups came, quite some distance…partly out of curiosity and partly out of 
support for the plight of the Ukrainian and the foreign miners – the coal digger.  There 
was quite a lot of solidarity amongst them as an ethnic group. 



Document 32 1	
  

Saskatchewan Archives Board, Tape R-326 
Excerpts transcribed from interview with Howard A. Babcock, local resident and 
mine cook in 1930s, interviewed 19 June 1973 in Regina by Larry Johnston. 
 
Town Council and the Police 
 
There was quite a lot of pressure put on the city hall or the Town Hall as it was called in 
those days, in Estevan, to forbid the parade to come in.  The Chief of Police forbid them 
to hold a parade, forbid them to hold a march in the town of Estevan, and they got police 
into the area, they were brought in by the railroad most of the time.  They group was 
aware they were there and there was some of the more radical ones were itching for a 
fight.  But they thought there was only one way to go and that was for conditions to get 
better.  But the solid front against them – the police, supporting the employer groups, 
and the town, again supporting the employer groups.  Because at the time there was 
many wholesale houses in Estevan which the mine company y stores bought their 
supplies from.  They bought some of from Winnipeg but some of it was picked up in 
Estevan.  And this made for two definite sides for each, tow different battle groups, if you 
like, and both were sort of itching for a fight.  The mine owners were bearing pretty 
heavily on the police to protect their property, protect their interests.  And the miners 
were just as determined that they were going to get justice out of their labour. 
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