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THE STORY of the spectacular rise, and equally spectacular fall, of the Industrial
Workers of the World (iww) has been told many times.1 Organized in Chicago in
1905, the iww gained international attention during the Lawrence strike of 1912
and the Patterson, New Jersey strike of 1913, before suffering a precipitous decline
during the state repression of World War One. Many of its top leaders, including
the legendary William "Big Bill" Haywood, left the IWW to join the newly-formed
Communist Party. The iww fought on in the 1920s, but internal dissension,
Communist Party intrigues and attacks, and the general malai se of organized labour
in the America of Cooltdge and Hoover seriously weakened the vaunted spirit
which had rejected the business unionism of the American Federation of Labor
(AFL) and called for the abolition of the wage system. Following the mid-August
1918 conviction of 101 leading members of the iww for having supposedly
committed more than 10,000 crimes, it became increasingly difficult for the
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organization's adherents to convince their many critics that the revolutionary
unionism of the IWW:
rejected violence because the nature of the revolution they envisioned simply did not require
it. To the IWW, the new society was to be accomplished not by an electoral victory nor by
taking to the barricades but by a general strike that would paralyze the economy and force
the employing class to hand over peacefully the means of production... Strikes for immediate
gains were also rehearsals for the eventual general strike and therefore also need not be
violent.2
The critics carried the day: in the ensuing years the Industrial Workers of the World
became a synonym for violence and a symbol of the essential futility of indigenous
American radicalism.3
Canadian historians, although often evincing a genuine admiration for the
"Wobblies" in the Canadian context, have picked up the futility theme and focused
on the organization's early demise. William Rodney has suggested that, due to the
Canadian wing's dependence on the American organization, theiww had "failed"
by the end of 1913.5 Ross McCormack's summation of the fate of the Wobblies in
Canada is that by 1914 rww locals in western Canada were "disintegrating.' Bryan
Palmer gives the Wobblies a bit of a reprieve, but concludes that the rww in Canada
had become "nearly non-existent" by 1918. Gordon Hak's analysis of the iww in
British Columbia echoes McCormack's assessment by claiming that "the organizational structure of the rww disappeared in the 1910s," although he adds that "iww
delegates continued to haunt logging camps" as organizers for the Lumber Workers
Industrial Union into the 1920s. Stephen Gray points out that in the late 1930s the
International Woodworkers of America (IWA) "faced the difficult task of convincConlin, Bread and Roses Too, 97.
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ing men steeped in the Wobbly legend to adopt the longer-range plan of establishing
the union and negotiating signed collective agreements instead of resorting to a
strike over every 'two cent issue,'" as 1WA organizer Hjalmar Bergren put it. The
language is striking: Wobblies in the 1920s "haunt" the logging camps, as if they
are ghostly apparitions, not flesh and blood human beings, IWA organizers in the
late 1930s have to deal with the Wobbly "legend," a word that evokes images of
the ethereal and the gone forever, instead of a politics of direct action and
antiauthoritarianism that has over the course of die 20th century appealed to
hundreds of thousands of workers of both genders, all colours, and speaking many
languages.1
In his analysis of labour radicalism in the Ontario north woods, Bushworkers
and Bosses, Ian Radforth chronicles the important role Finnish Wobblies played in
the labour struggles of the 1920s and 1930s, putting a human face on the IWW in
the 1920s. Radforth notes that the "remarkably tenacious" Finnish Wobblies who
fled state repression in the United States "gained considerable influence" in
northern Ontario. However, by suggesting that the "syndicalist phase" of bushworker protest ended before 1921, Radforth conforms to the prevailing view of
both Finnish and non-Finnish historians of bush worker struggles that in the 1920s
the Wobblies were largely hangers-on in a struggle led by the Communist Party.
Finnish Wobbly women have suffered a similar fate. Varpu Lindstrom-Best,
in her pathbreaking work Defiant Sisters, notes in her introduction that she will not
be able to explore the participation of Finnish immigrant women in the Industrial
Workers of the World.1 While a study confined to English-language sources can
lay claim to few insights into a question a Finnish author has found few sources on,
it can at least test the opinion of Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, who worked with Finnish
Wobblies in Minnesota during World War One, and who came to the conclusion
that the Finns "are one people among whom the women are truly equal, participating in plays, meetings and all affairs, side by side with their menfolk, an example
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for all others." What lends credence to Gurley Flynn's analysis is not only the
prominent role women played in the social democratic movement in Finland, but
also the prominent role they played in Finnish sports, social, and cultural organizations in Canada.1
The Industrial Workers of the World itself, however, like all left organizations
of the early 20th century, was male-dominated at the leadership level. A reading
of the English-language Wobbly press — Industrial Solidarity, most notably —
indicates that the contributions of Finnish women were briefly noted, but almost
always in connection with cultural and social activities. This was indeed the locus
of women's activism, but the impact of that activism reached far beyond the social
and cultural spheres. In northern Ontario in the 1920s and early 1930s Finnish
Wobblies were not in a position to revolutionize Canadian society, but they were
capable of convincing large numbers of bushworkers to rely on rank-and-file direct
action in the workplace, and to reject the signing of collective agreements that
prohibited strike and other action for the length of those agreements. Given that the
Wobblies placed little emphasis on building up strike funds when not on strike,
during labour disputes great demands were placed on the women responsible for
feeding striking workers, picketing, selling pamphlets and newspapers, and organizing fund-raisers involving dances, plays, recitals, and political speeches. The
Communist Party's characterization of the iww as the "cult of spontaneity," as well
as denigrating the commitment to rank-and-file initiative in the bush camps, also
served to disguise the fact that the hard work of Finnish Wobbly women made such
a strategy viable in the first place.
The question of the involvement of Finnish women in the Industrial Workers
of the World goes right to the heart of the debate between the "central izers" and
"decentralizers" in the labour and socialist movement that had been a key debate
within the iww itself from its earliest days. As Patrick Renshaw indicates, the iww's
leading centralizers went into the Communist Party and supported the Third
International, leaving a largely anarchosyndicalist leadership in the Wobblies. The
decentralizers in the iww were "uncompromisingly hostile" to the organization and
,3
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discipline demanded by Lenin's theory of democratic centralism. It was this
hostility that impelled members of the Communist Party to dismiss the Wobblies
as the "cult of spontaneity," a pejorative casting in a negative light the organization's commitment to rank-and-file activism, antiauthoritarianism, and decentralization. It is a pejorative that disguises the success Finnish Wobblies experienced
in linking the essentially "male" economic struggle in the isolated bush camps of
northern Ontario with the essentially "female" social and cultural life of urban
centres such as Timmins, Sault Ste Marie, and Port Arthur. While this paper— in
part because the evidence dictates such an approach — will focus on the economic
struggles of northern Ontario's Finnish bushworkers, its important subtext is that
the efforts of Finnish Wobbly women made possible the continued viability and
influence of the Wobblies into the 1930s.
Keeping in mind that the history of the left in the 20th century has been one of
increasing compromise with bureaucracy, centralization, and the state, we are
reminded by these Finnish Wobbly men and women of the rewards, and the cost,
of maintaining a decentralized, rank-and-file politics against powerful forces on
both the left and the right. If they are among the "losers" of Canadian history, they
are "losers" who left an important legacy of defending ideas and practices absolutely fundamental to the creation of a democratic, mass-based, socialist politics.
The story of Finnish Wobbly bushworkers is one small episode in a much larger
drama, but it is a story with meanings and messages that reached far beyond the
bush camps and socialist halls of northern Ontario.
The Industrial Workers of the World became a force to be reckoned with as a
result of a fortuitous convergence of events, the arrival in northern Ontario in the
late teens and early twenties of two groups of immigrants: Finnish "Reds" fleeing
"White" repression during and following the Finnish Revolution of 1918, and
Finnish American Wobblies fleeing the draft and state repression in the United
States. The Wobbly cause was further aided by the fact that most Finnish immigrants who had come to Canada since the 1870s, and settled in northern Ontario,
were workers and peasants. A significant minority of these immigrants came from
Turku and Pori in southwestern Finland, one of the centres of strong Red support
during the revolution of 1918. The single greatest source of Finnish immigrants,
however, was Vaasa in Ostrobothnia, the stronghold of the White forces during the
revolution. Tan Radforth asserts that the majority of Finnish immigrants in this
l6
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period were either politically neutral or actively anti-socialist, and that many
Finnish immigrants were radicalized after they came to Canada, a view shared with
Varpu Lindstrôm-Best.I9 It seems, therefore, that few immigrants from Vaasa were
socialists, but we can surmise that their experiences with the repression of the
powerful White forces in their homeland made them potentially receptive to
socialism and syndicalism in a Canadian setting, and to the antistatism, antiauthoritarianism, and antimilitarism of the Wobblies. We do know that in both small
Finnish communities such as Intola, and in larger centres such as Port Arthur,
Finnish politics in the 1920s were dominated by the Reds, not the Whites.20 It was
only on the eve of the Depression that Finnish Whites began to outnumber Finnish
Reds, in part because Canadian immigration policies in the 1920s favoured White
Finns.21
Support for the Industrial Workers of the World among Finnish immigrants,
as Ian Radforth points out, cannot simply be read off from their class position.22
Finnish history, culture, and class structure were the foundation stones, not the
direct cause, of the influence of the Industrial Workers of the World in northern
Kouhi, "Labour and Finnish Inunigration to Thunder Bay, 1876-1914," Lakehead University
Review, 9,1 (Spring 1976), 19-20.
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Ontario. There is no evidence to suggest that the iww as an organization gained any
kind of influence or organizational foothold in Finland itself. Prior to 1918 the
Finnish left was dominated by the Social Democratic Party, organized in 1899 as
the Socialist Labour Party. The growth of the Finnish SDP was little short of
phenomenal, and in the election of 1907 — the First based on universal suffrage —
the Social Democrats returned 80 members in the 200-seat parliament, thus becoming the single largest party. In the election of 1916 the Social Democratic Party
increased its strength in the Finnish parliament, returning a slight majority of the
members. With the exception of a small group of revolutionary marxists and
anarchists, the Finnish left prior to the revolution of 1918 was firmly committed to
the twin causes of social reform within the parliamentary system and gaining
independence from the dominance of Tsarist Russia.2
All of this changed when the Tsar fell in March 1917 and the Provisional
Government declared its support for Finnish independence. However, when the
Finnish parliament decided in July 1917 to assume all powers formerly held by the
Tsar's Governor General, with the exception of military and foreign affairs, the
Provisional Government dissolved the parliament. In the ensuing elections in
October 1917, which followed an anti-socialist campaign by the bourgeois parties,
the Social Democrats lost their majority. Faced with an increasingly hostile bourgeoisie, and disillusioned with the election results, many Finnish workers "began
to lose faith in the efficacy of parliamentary action."24 As Risto Alapuro points out,
Social Democratic leaders had to be "compelled to participate" in the massive
general strike of 13-20 November 1917 by the Red worker guards and the masses,
"but they had no real vision of what should be done with the power they obtained."25
Control of events increasingly passed into the hands of the worker guards, and the
Social Democratic leaders were gradually forced to abandon class conciliation for
class struggle by events they could no longer control. During the battles of the
revolution itself, which lasted from January to May 1918, more than three-quarters
of the Reds killed in battle were either industrial or agricultural workers. The
White soldiers they faced — mostly members of the landowning peasantry—were
backed by a Jaeger battalion trained in Germany, and the majority of intellectuals
and students. One of the consequences of the Red defeat was the imprisonment and
For the history of Finnish social democracy in (he first decades of ihe 20th century see
John Hodgson, Communism in Finland: A History and Interpretation (Princton, NJ 1967),
3-52; Alapuro, State and Revolution in Finland, 101-39; and L.A. Puntila, The Political
History of Finland 1809-1966 (London 1975), 62-101.
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execution of thousands of Red supporters, which resulted, as L.A. Puntila points
out, in "suspicion and bitterness toward the state."
Finnish Reds who emigrated to Canada following the Finnish Revolution, and
the relatives of Finnish Reds in Canada, belonged to a political culture deeply, and
often personally, affected by class conflict, state oppression, and the tragic consequences of the failure of Finland's Social Democratic leadership to take decisive
action during the Finnish Revolution. There was, therefore, fertile ground for the
message of the iww among Finnish bush workers in northern Ontario, but more than
the legacy of the events of the Finnish Revolution was needed to create a strong
commitment to the rww. Another element of that commitment is found in the story
of Finnish leftists like Yrjo Sirola, who became an original member of the first
central committee of the Finnish Communist Party organized in Moscow in August
1918. Prior to becoming a Communist Sirola was a leading member of Finland's
Social Democratic Parliamentary Group. In 1910 he journeyed to the United States
and settled in Duluth, Minnesota, a major centre of Finnish radicalism. In Duluth
Sirola learned about industrial unionism, and came to appreciate the importance
Finnish-American radicals placed on "direct, self-sustaining action by workers."
He became convinced "that in the United States only a general strike could be
effective due to the power wielded by trusts." The general strike also made sense
to Sirola in an American context because so few class conscious socialists, in
contrast to the situation in Finland, held high government positions. By 1913
Sirola had become convinced that "unions would be the center of labor's struggle
against capitalism."
Yrjo Sirola's journey to America, his embracing of industrial unionism and
the general strike, and his subsequent political trajectory following his return to
Finland are instructive. In America, as John Hodgson points out, Sirola "saw
revolution as freedom from the bourgeoisie, whereas in Finland it had meant
liberation from Tsarist oppression." Of note is the fact that on Sirola's return to
Finland he did not become an organizer for the Industrial Workers of the World,
but rather returned to his involvement in Finnish Social Democratic politics.
Following the Finnish Revolution of 1918 he became an organizer of, and leading
figure in, the Communist Party, not a Wobbly. Industrial unionism, the general
strike, and basing anti-capitalist struggles in the union, rather than the party, made
sense to Sirola and other Finnish leftists in a North American context, but not so in
a Finnish context. Highly literate and politically informed Finnish-American and
Finnish-Canadian radicals understood that industrial unionism, the avoidance of
electoral politics, and support for the general strike had an appeal to Finnish
27
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immigrant workers in the upper mid-west of America and northern Ontario that it
could not have in Finland.
Many Finnish radicals in Canada and the United States were committed to
industrial unionism, but an analysis of the Finnish Wobbly press must be done
before it can be argued that bushworkers in northern Ontario saw themselves as
sharing apolitical ideology with their European and American counterparts.31 What
is true, however, is that bushworkers' strikes in northern Ontario — even in the
early 1930s, when the IWW had been eclipsed by the Communist Party as the leading
organization of the working class — were more infused with the Wobbly principle
of "spontaneity," than they were with the Communist principle of "democratic
centralism." As the Communists themselves admitted, the right of workers in
individual camps to call strikes without prior approval by a vote of the district or
full union membership was still tenaciously defended at the rank and file level.
As Ahti Tolvanen points out, as late as the fall of 1933 the decision to strike was
left up to the workers in each camp, in spite of the Communist Party's decade-long
effort to rid northern Ontario bushworkers of this commitment to spontaneity.
Even in 1930, when the Wobblies themselves had come to question the effectiveness of strikes begun in individual camps, it was decided that strike committees
composed of paid union officials should not be recognized. The Wobbly commitment to local initiative was linked to the belief that the workers should "put
31
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confidence in no leaders," a clear refutation of the importance the Communists
attached to central executive committees. Here we see the ideas of the IWW
dovetailing with the legacy of recent Finnish history, as the Wobbly questioning of
leaders bears a striking resemblance to the attitude of many Finnish workers toward
the actions of Social Democratic leaders both before and during the Finnish
Revolution of 1918.
Apart from this commitment to rank and file initiative and their critique of
leaders and centralization, however, I am in agreement with Salvatore Salerno's
observation that the IWW did not generally aim for or achieve "a formal position on
ideology, tactics, or organizational form." Writing of the iww's early American
history, Salerno notes that its "amalgam of anarchism, syndicalism, and Marxism"
produced a "revolutionary pluralism" that "formed an associational context rather
than a single ideology, a sensibility based on the emotion of working-class solidarity rather than doctrine, and a concern with agency rather than fixed organizational
formation."36 Finnish Wobblies in northern Ontario, based in the Lumber Workers
Industrial Union (LWIU) no. 120, were part of and helped to shape this kind of
"associational context" in the 1920s. The iww's spirited fight against the power of
an Anglo-Saxon capitalist class appealed to Finnish immigrant workers attempting
to hold on to the Finnish language and culture in the face of powerful forces of
assimilation. The Wobbly call to activism in the class struggle was heard by Finns
with a long tradition of active participation in their own musical, theatrical, athletic,
and political organizations. In the 1920s in northern Ontario it all came together,
and formed the basis of major labour struggles in the bush camps of northern
Ontario in which Finnish Wobblies played an integral role.
By 1920 the Industrial Workers of the World had been in northern Ontario for
at least a decade. An iww branch was established in Sault Ste. Marie as early as
1910, and in November 1917 Finnish Wobblies organized a Sleigh Drivers Union
in the Algoma District. Nodoubt some of the organizers of this union were Finnish
J.D. Golden, "The Shabaqua Strike," The Industrial Worker, 9 January 1930. Gambs, The
Decline ofthel.W.W., 176 observes that among Wobblies "there seems to bean aversion to
referring to a man as a leader in a strike or demonstration."
Salemo, Red November Black November, 5-6.
37
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Americans who had fled the draft and state repression in the United States.
Significant numbers of Finnish American Wobblies escaped arrest and imprisonment by heading north into Ontario, a movement that was closely monitored by the
Ontario Provincial Police. On 8 June 1919 Constable Campbell of Fort Frances, a
small town 200 miles west of Port Arthur, wrote to Major J.E. Rogers, Superintendent of the Provincial Police. Campbell noted the recent arrival of a "brood" of
Wobbly organizers, including William Salo, delegate no. 57, Guss Henderickson,
delegate no. 43, Vaino Pelto of Superior, Wisconsin, and Viano Rallio or Kallio,
as well as a man named Robertson, who Campbell believed was really Henderickson.4 In the process of investigating their arrival, Campbell confiscated two
suitcases containing 80 pounds of lww literature. Salo was arrested on 23 May, and
charged under Order-in-Council 2381, Section 3, Subsection 1. On 2 June, in one
of the Ontario judicial systems more expeditious trial proceedings, he was sentenced to two years in Stoney Mountain Penitentiary.'11
The Ontario Provincial Police were aware, as early as the summer of 1919, of
iww plans at the Lakehead. Constable Campbell observed in his June letter that it
"would appear from the Papers and Membership Cards that I found in the suitecases and in the prisoners effects that the plan of the i.w.w. was to organize the
lumber industrey Makeing [sic] Port Arthur their base, as there are more Finns there
to start with."4 Campbell's recognition of the importance of the Finns to any future
tww success was prescient. There were 1,566 Finns in Port Arthur by 1921,
comprising 10.8 per cent of the total population, and by 1931 the Fi n n ish popu lation
had grown to 3,252, or 16.4 per cent of the total population. The census of 1921
reported 5,258 Finns living in the Thunder Bay District, a number that had grown
to 9,000 — in a total population of 65 J 1 8 — by 1931.43 Left-wing Finns in this
population shared the knowledge that they or their families had supported the Reds
against the Whites in 1918, and were often people outspoken in their criticisms of
organized religion and the capitalist state. In the years prior to 1918 the great
majority of these Finnish leftists were members or supporters of the Social Democratic or Socialist Party of Canada, but after the Finnish Revolution of 1918 they
quickly shifted their allegiance from the Social Democratic Party and the Socialist
Party to the One Big Union (OBU), and just as quickly from the OBU to the Wobblies
and the Communist Party.
Wilson, "The Ethnic Voice," 105; Hill, "Historic Basis and Development of the Lumber
Workers Organization and Struggles inOntario," 2; Auvo Kostiainen, "Contacts Between
the Finnish Labour Movements in the United States and Canada," in Kami, Finnish Diaspora
1,31.
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41
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Finnish Wobbly organizers were moving into a political culture very much like
the one they had left in the United States, a political culture already influenced by
the Finnish-American Wobbly press. Working-class Finns in Canada were very
literate, and one of the working-class publications they read was Sosialisti, published from June 1914 to December 1916. After 1916 Sosialisti became Teollisuustyôlainen (The Industrial Worker), and later Industrialisa. Published by the
Workers' Socialist Publishing Company in Dululh, Minnesota, Industrialisti was
a publishing wonder in the late teens and 1920s, an industrial unionist daily with
an American readership of approximately 10,000 and a Canadian readership of
between 1,500 and 2,000, with 90 per cent of that readership in Ontario. Industrialisti became the official Finnish language paper of the Lumber Workers Industrial Union no. 120.45 In addition, the iww's English language paper published in
Chicago reported in March 1923 that in Sudbury, Port Arthur, and Timmins the
circulation of Tie Vapauteen (The Road to Freedom), a Finnish Wobbly monthly
also published in Duluth, was "advancing very rapidly."
Establishing the influence of the Finnish Wobbly press in northern Ontario is
one thing: assessing the influence on Finnish bushworkers of tactics that one can
identify as syndicalist or unique to the Industrial Workers of the World is quite
another. What we do know is that in northern Ontario the tactics of the I WW proved
more attractive to bushworkers who often worked in a different camp each season,
or in several camps in the same season, than they did to workers with more stable
employment in the mines and pulp mills. In the bush camps the IWW, an organization calling for direct action in the workplace and rejecting the signing of collective
agreements which curtailed the ability to strike "spontaneously," gained adherents.
An iww pamphlet entitled "Appeal to Wage Workers Men and Women" described
a number of strike tactics, including the passive strike, the intermittent strike, the
opportune strike, the turning out of poor work, and going slow.47 Sal vatore Salerno
points out that Tie Vapauteen "carried on an active propaganda in support of
Kostiainen, "Contacts between the Finnish Labour Movements in the United States and
Canada," 42.
^Industrial Solidarity, 1 February 1924. To John Wiita, editor of Vapaus, the decision to
make industrialisti the official paper of the union "was a slap in the face." He felt that Vapaus
had played a major role in helping to organize the bushworkers, and that the "IWWites in
their narrowmindedness" had alienated key union organizers such as district secretary Harry
Bryan, who resigned in protest. Wiita's bitterness seems justified, and his experience
provides an example of the ways in which the Finnish Wobblies hurt their own cause.
Wilson, "The Ethnic Voice," 111. For Harry Bryan, who established Thunder Bay's First
non-railway unions, see Jean Monison, 'The Organization of Labour at Thunder Bay," in
Thorold J. Tronrud and A. Ernest Epp, eds„ Thunder Bay: From Rivalry to Unity (Thunder
Bay 1995), 121-2.
^Industrial Solidarity, 24 M arch 1923.
47
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anarcho-syndicalism... well into the 1920s.' While it may no longer be possible
to assess the actual impact of these ideas on rank-and-file bush workers in northern
Ontario, we do know that the espousal of tactics drawn from the European
syndicalists gave Finnish and non-Finnish Communists the opportunity to claim
that the Wobblies were in favour of localized, individualized, spontaneous forms
of action, and were therefore opposed to class struggle and class unionism,
The Communist Party's on-going attempts to discredit the Wobblies as the cult
of spontaneity notwithstanding, the Wobbly defence of local initiative in the calling
of strikes was the cornerstone of their commitment to class struggle, the general
strike, and working-class solidarity, not a repudiation of it. Like syndicalists in
Britain, Finnish Wobblies "accepted the Marxist notion of class struggle and the
utter primacy of the working class as the sole agency of revolution and transformation. They also accepted Marxist political economy as they understood it, if for no
other reason than the absence of available alternatives."4 As Marxists espousing
class struggle, however, Finnish Wobblies were competing with Finnish Communists who could claim that they were the exponents of a Marxism that worked, had
already worked in the Soviet Union, and represented the future of working-class
struggle. Finnish Wobblies, as we shall see, were more bounded by their ethnic and
linguistic community than were the Finnish Communists, and had much more
difficulty in convincing workers that they could translate syndicalist tactics on the
job into a full-fledged working-class revolt.
The centre of Finnish Marxism was Work People's College in Duluth, Minnesota, where YrjO Simla was an instructor during his stay in the United States.
Founded in 1903 as the Finnish People's College, its original aim was to preserve
the Finnish language and the Lutheran religion among young Finns. In 1907-08
Finnish socialists acquired control of the institution and changed the name to Work
People's College. Even after 1914, when the industrial unionists took control of
the curriculum from the political socialists, the six-month course was based in
Marxist economics. The sociology course featured the writings of Friedrich Engels,
and there were also courses in mathematics, English, Finnish, public speaking, and
labour history. The number of students enrolled in the 1920s declined, but Work
People's College still gave 50-60 students a year a Marxist-based education. By
1931 the college had been attended by a total of 1,531 students from all over the
United States, including a small number from Canada, and a body of female
students that remained as high as 14 in 1929.51
48
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While the direct influence of Work People's College and English-language
papers such as Industrial Solidarity is difficult to establish, we do know that
Canadians — who were almost certainly Finnish — did attend the College, and in
all probability a small number took the College's correspondence course. In
1913-14, when total enrolment was 157 students, 21 were from Canada, almost all
of them from Ontario. Although the IWW did not formally recognize Work
People's College as its official school until 1921, students attending in 1913-14
were taught by resolute industrial unionists such as Leo Laukki, who was directly
influenced by the ideas of European syndicalists and rejected involvement in
electoral politics.53 Nick Viita, stationary delegate for the LWIU no. 120 in Port
Arthur in 1925, a member of the LWIU no. 120 strike committee during the
bush workers' strike of 1926, manager of the Finn ish Cooperative Restaurant i n Port
Arthur, and historian of the Finnish labour movement, attended Work People's
College.54
Finnish Wobblies, and supporters of the One Big Union, knew how important
it was to educate young people if their ideas were to survive the powerful pull of
English language and culture. In 1926 the RCMP was aware of at least four radical
Finnish schools in northwestern Ontario, described as an OBU school in Fort
William taught by David Aho, an OBU Sunday school for some 200 children in Port
Arthur taught by a man named Arnberg, as well as schools in Nipigon and Intola.55
These were almost certainly iww schools in terms of the ideas being taught, as there
was an influential Finnish Wobbly press at this time, but no Finnish OBU press. The
great majority of OBU supporters at the Lakehead were non-Finns, although it is
entirely possible, given the past experience of Finnish Wobblies, that they told
outsiders these schools belonged to the Canadian-based organization in order to
give them more legitimacy. It is highly unlikely that the "Arnberg" school was
either an OBU or a "Sunday" school. Arnberg was William Arnberg —described as
a Wobbly by Ahti Tolvanen — who in the early 1930s was the leader and probable
organizer of the Canadian Junior Wobblies, who published a monthly entitled The
Junior Recruit. A.T. Hill recalls engaging in a number of public debates with
from Canada in the 1926-27 class. The figure of 14 women in the 1928-29 class is based on
a count of the students in a picture that appeared in the 10 April 1929 issue of Industrial
Solidarity.
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Arnberg in 1919 and 1920, and describes him as representing the "iww syndicalist
standpoint."57 These were Wobbly schools, and their existence reveals how deeply
imbedded Marxism and industrial unionism were in the cultural life of the Finnish
Wobbly left in northern Ontario, reaching even to the education of hundreds of
Finnish children.
The staying power of the iww in northern Ontario in unions such as the LWIU
no. 120 was based in the Finnish associational life detailed by Ahti Tolvanen. In
Port Arthur, for example, the Wobblies, in their LabourTempJe at 314 Bay Street,
and the Communists in the Finnish Organization of Canada (FOC) Hall at 316 Bay
Street, put on plays, dances, and concerts, which served to educate the workers in
left-wing ideology, and keep them out of the brothels and bootleggers' establishments.58 The breadth and depth of this political culture based in Finnish
associational life is perhaps best exemplified by the vibrancy of Finnish theatre,
which had deep roots in nineteenth-century Finland. In both Canada and the United
States there was no representative theatre; non-members of a particular ideological
community would attend popular plays in the halls of rival groups. Finns in northern
Ontario not only performed and attended plays written by Finnish-American
playwrights, but also wrote plays of their own. Plays represented a means of escape
for immigrant labourers, but the socialists favoured "proletarian themes that idealized and justified their struggle and cause."5 Among the more popular plays of the
years 1900-30 were Tyômiehen Vaimo (The Worker's Wife), Murtuneita (The
Oppressed), Tukkijoella (The Lumberjacks), Luokkaviha (Class Hatred), and Yleislakko (The General Strike).60 Alf Hautamaki, principal Communist Party organizer
of Finnish bushworkers in northern Ontario in the 1920s and early 1930s was also
a playwright. His musical Eramaiden Orjat (The Slaves of the Wilderness) describes the life of forest workers in the Canadian bush camps. His play Verijuhlat
(Festival of Blood), deals with pacifism and class struggle as its main themes, and
is punctuated by long, direct quotes from the Communist Manifesto.
As Ahti Tolvanen points out, and as pictures from the period attest, it was the
Labour Temple, not the Foe Hall, that was the main centre of this associational life
in the 1920s and 1930s.62 Finnish women were the backbone of this culture, and
they also played a major role in the maintenance of boarding houses where
57
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unemployed or striking workers could find cheap food and lodging. They were
also an integral part of fund-raising efforts, and at Finnish cooperative restaurants
women volunteers served cheap or free food, much of it donated by Finnish farmers
and coop stores. When J. A. McDonald visited the Labour Temple in 1926 it was
the activities of the women that he was most impressed by. According to McDonald
all the waitresses were members of the iww, and one of the cooks was a woman
who had served a year in a Finnish prison for her activities on behalf of the Reds
during the Finnish Revolution of 1918. One of the waitresses he describes as "the
greatest dramatic artist I have seen for many years on any stage," and McDonald
was equally impressed by a Miss H. Aaltonen, who played the lead role in the
Finnish opera "Katja, the Dancer" while in Port Arthur, As the attendance of
Finnish women at Work People's College attests, however, Finnish Wobbly
women could be as engaged and as well versed in Marxist theory as in the theatre.
The social and cultural life of the Finnish left was very important to them, but they
wanted more than to "dance through the revolution."
The Finnish community's capacity to aid striking bushworkers was enhanced
by the formation of the Canadan Teollisuusunionistien Kannatusliitto (Support
League of, Canadian Industrial Unionists) or CTKL in 1924-25. The organization
was closely associated with the WW, provided support during strikes, and helped
sign up new members. The CTKL, which boasted some 23 halls in Ontario, Alberta,
and British Columbia, was impressive evidence that the Finnish Wobblies represented a powerful countertrend to the general malaise of North American labour
and left-wing radicalism in the 1920s. Not surprisingly, the organization of the
CTKL corresponded with the CommunistParty's attempts in the mid- 1920s to more
fully integrate ethnic members into the daily organizational life of the party. Some
Finnish Communists responded to this "Bolshevization" policy by leaving the
party, but in northern Ontario others were able to maintain a strong connection to
Finnish associational life through the iww, one of the reasons why the iww Labour
Temple, not the FOC Hall, was the centre of the Finnish left's social and cultural
activities in places like Port Arthur.
In a very real sense, therefore, Finnish bushworkers were part of a workingclass culture that paralleled in many ways the culture of the tramping artisans of
Finnish women were also employed in the bush camps, where they worked as cooks,
kitchen staff, laundresses, and clerks. See Ian Radforth, "Social History of Finns in Ontario:
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the nineteenth century. The Industrial Workers of the World found a home among
Finnish bushworkers through the strength of Finnish associational life, the spread
of iww ideas in the Finnish press, and the influence of students who attended Work
People's College. The leading vehicle of Finnish Wobbly radicalism in northern
Ontario was the Lumber Workers Industrial Union (LWIU), which grew out of the
British Columbia Loggers Union organized in January 1919. The union became
the LWIU in July 1919, and its insistence on industrial unionism was in part derived
from the influence of Wobblies in British Columbia. The union grew rapidly, and
from its base in Vancouver district offices were opened in Prince George, Prince
Rupert, Cranbrook, Edmonton, Prince Albert, The Pas, and Sudbury, Timmins, and
Cobalt in northern Ontario.7
Although the Lumber Workers Industrial Union was officially affiliated with
the One Big Union until March 1924, the minutes of the Port Arthur LWIU local
indicate problems with the Vancouver headquarters, conflict between Finns and
non-Finns in the union, and the influence of the iww appearing within months of
the OBU'S creation. At the 3 November 1919 meeting chairman Koivisto resigned
when organizer Keane demanded that the meeting be conducted in English. ' At
the 2 February 1920 meeting the outcome was rather different, as the only
non-Finnish speaker in attendance left the room, a Mrs. Henricson was elected
chairperson, and the proceedings were conducted in Finnish.7 At the same time
that the LWIU was becoming a more Finnish organization, it was also breaking with
the Vancouver headquarters and showing signs of IWW influence. At the 5 May
1920 executive board meeting a motion was passed empowering the secretary "to
write L.w.iu. head quarters that we have quit from them according to last business
meeting held May 3rd." It had been moved at the 27 April meeting that the decision
to strike in the camps should be based on a two to one vote, and that the members
in the camps themselves should decide what kinds of action should be taken in order
to enforce the union's demands, whether "walk out" or "slow down," or any other
tactic.73 Here we see the syndicalist influence very early on in the history of the
union, an influence that emanated from the Wobbly press and Wobbly organizers,
not from the OBU leadership in Winnipeg.
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There is no doubt that the OBU was in rapid decline in these years, and that the
influence of Wobbly members was on the increase.74 Yet it was not until the annual
convention of the LWIU (OBU), held in Sudbury on 27 December 1923, that the
actual decision was made to hold a referendum on affiliation with the Industrial
Workers of the World. The convention noted the increase in circulation of Industrialist} among Finnish workers in Canada, and there were many calls "for abolition
of contract and piece work."75 All the referendum ballots had been counted by 1
March 1924, and members of the Lumber Workers Industrial Union officially
decided to affiliate with the Industrial Workers of the World.
Even though the IWW now had control of the Lumber Workers Industrial Union
no. 120, which claimed a membership of 2,000, the actual number of bushworkers
who were paid up members on an on-going basis was likely between 150 and 200.76
The majority of left-wing Finnish bushworkers belonged to the Lumber Workers
Industrial Union of Canada (LWIUC), affiliated with the Finnish Organization of
Canada and the Communist Party. That fact notwithstanding, the influence of the
rww was strong within the FOC and even within the Communist Party itself.
Communist Party leader Tim Buck observed that in the 1920s "there were very
large numbers of members who had lingering affection for the I.w.w." That
affection had a long history, because prior to the formation of the Communist Party
there developed in the FOC "a very strong wing which called themselves the
Industrialists and they were opposed to the leaning of the Finnish Organization in
die direction of parliamentary action, of political action."77 Alf Hautamâki, organizer and secretary of the LWIUC, and for a ti me president of the Finnish Organi zation
of Canada, was himself a former member of the Industrial Workers of the World.
In the mid-1920s Finnish Wobblies were able to maintain a viable social,
educational, and political influence in a number of northern Ontario locations,
including Fort Frances, Port Arthur, Fort William, Sioux Lookout, Nipigon, Sault
Ste. Marie, Kapuskasing, Timmins, Schumacher, and Sudbury. By April 1924 the
LWIU no. 120 had a supply station on Elm Street in Sudbury, where IWW literature
was available in several languages from supply clerk Nick Viita. Educational
meetings were held once a week. In the summer of 1924 the iww-affiliated Metal
Mine Workers Industrial Union no. 210 opened up a hall and branch office at 34
Tladforth, Bushworkers and Bosses, 120.
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