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The Historical Origins of an Industrial 
Disaster: Occupational Health and 
La bour Re la tions at the Fluorspar 
Mines, St. Law rence, New foundland, 
1933-1945 

Rich ard Ren nie 

In tro duc tion 

IN THE CEM E TERIES OF ST. LAW RENCE and sev eral neighbour ing towns on the re -
mote south coast of New found land lie the re mains of some 200 workers killed by 
indus trial diseases. Sil i co sis and lung can cer, con tracted in the fluorspar mines that 
op erated in the area from the 1930s to the 1970s, ex acted a deadly price among the 
region’s work ers. Of ficial con firm a tion of the na ture and ex tent of the St. Law rence 
disaster emerged through a long and some times acri mo ni ous pro cess dur ing the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, and the im pact of work-related dis eases ul ti mately be -
came one of the most widely recog nized cases of its kind in Can ada. 

This es say ex plores the his tor i cal or i gins of this in dus trial di sas ter by ex am in -
ing de vel op ments from the start of min ing in 1933 to the end of World War II. This 
ac count fo cuses on an im por tant but lit tle known as pect of the St. Law rence ca tas -
trophe: the ex tent to which St. Law rence miners suspected long be fore offi cial con -
firm a tion that their work was de stroy ing their health, the ways in which they fought 
to have work place health haz ards rec og nized and ad dressed, and the corpo rate and 
gov ern ment re sponse to those ef forts. Spe cial at tention is paid to the piv otal pe riod 
from 1939 to 1942, when St. Law rence miners formed their first union and en gaged 
in a se ries of lobby ing ef forts and la bour disputes aimed at bring ing about ac tion on 
work place health haz ards. This strug gle touched on a wide range of con cerns, 

Richard Rennie, “The Historical Origins of an Industrial Disaster: Occupational Health and 
La bour Re la tions at the Fluorspar Mines, St. Law rence, New found land, 1933-1945,” La -
bour/Le Tra vail, 55 (Spring 2005), 107-42. 
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including un safe drink ing wa ter, dust, in ad e quate ven ti la tion, the lack of lo cal 
medical fa cil i ties, and the in ad e quacy of work ers’ com pen sa tion cov er age, and 
cul minated in a strike that shut down pro duc tion in the fall of 1941 and forced the 
inter ven tion of the state by way of a Trade Dispute Board. 

Adding to our knowl edge of the forces that shaped the St. Lawrence di sas ter, 
this ac count also con trib utes to an un der stand ing of a ne glected as pect of Ca na dian 
la bour and work ing-class his tory. Worker re sis tance, col lec tive bar gain ing, and the 
inter action among un ions, em ploy ers, and the state are com mon fea tures of oc cu pa -
tional health and safety strug gles, yet it is not a prom i nent theme in Ca na dian lit er a -
ture. This is so even with re spect to the noto ri ously hazard ous mining in dus try, 
which has long ex acted a heavy toll through accidents and ill ness,1 and where 
work ers’ ef forts to al le vi ate work place haz ards are as old as the in dus try it self.2 

While the la bour move ment within the min ing in dus try has at tracted con sider able 
at ten tion,3 and health and safety has re ceived some study within this treat ment, we 

1Mining con sis tently led all in dus tries in fa tal ac ci dents through out the 20th cen tury in Can -
ada: Charles E. Rea sons, Lois L. Ross, and Craig Patterson, As sault on the Worker: Oc cu pa -
tional Health and Safety in Can ada (To ronto 1981), 18, and from 1967 to 1976 alone, 1,670 
min ers died from work-related in ju ries and ill nesses in Can ada: Doug Smith, Consulted to 
Death: How Can ada’s Work place Health and Safety Sys tem Fails Workers (Winnipeg 
2000), 30. The more no to ri ous cases in clude the Al berta coal mines, where more than 1,200 
min ers were killed on the job be tween 1904 and 1963 (Rea sons, Ross and Patterson, As sault 
on the Worker, 20) and the Brit ish Co lum bia coal mines, where about 800 min ers died in the 
3 de cades from 1890 to 1920. See Jack Scott, Sweat and Strug gle: Working Class Strug gles 
in Can ada, Vol ume 1, 1789-1899 (Van cou ver 1974), 151. 
2For ex am ple, on health and safety strug gles in Brit ish Co lum bia coal mines in 1850s, see 
Jack Scott, Sweat and Strug gle, 149-84; on cop per min ers in Brit ish Co lum bia dur ing World 
War I, see Stan ley Scott, “A Pro fu sion of Is sues: Im mi grant La bour, the World War, and the 
Cominco Strike of 1917,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 54-78; on sil ver min ers in 
North ern On tario in the early 20th cen tury, see Doug Baldwin, “A Study in So cial Con trol: 
The Life of the Sil ver Miner in North ern On tario,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 79-107; 
on coal min ers in Nova Sco tia in the late 19th and early 20th cen tu ries, see Da vid Frank, 
“Class Con flict in the Coal In dus try, Cape Breton, 1922,” in Greg ory S. Kealey and Pe ter 
Warrian, eds., Es says in Ca na dian Working Class His tory (To ronto 1976), 164-6; on coal 
min ers in Sas katch e wan in 1931, see S.D. Hanson, “Estevan 1931,” in Irving Abella, ed., On 
Strike: Six Key La bour Strug gles in Can ada, 1919-1949 (To ronto 1974), 33-78; and on as -
bes tos min ers in Que bec in the 1940s, see Jacques Rouillard, Histoire de la CSN, 1921-1981 
(Montréal 1981), 132-3. 
3In ad di tion to the works cited in the pre ced ing foot note, a par tial list of works on la bour in 
the Canadian mining industry includes: Pierre Elliott Trudeau, The Asbestos Strike, trans -
lated by James Boake (To ronto 1974); Paul MacEwan, Miners and Steel workers: La bour in 
Cape Breton (To ronto 1976); Wallace Clem ent, Hard Rock Mining: In dus trial Re la tions 
and Technological Changes at INCO (To ronto 1981); Lau rel Sef ton MacDowell, “Re mem -
ber Kirkland Lake”: The His tory and Ef fects of the Kirkland Lake Gold Miners’ Strike, 
1941-42 (To ronto 1983); Mike Solski and John Smaller, Mine Mill: The His tory of the In ter -
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have lit tle in-depth knowledge of the his tor ical cir cum stances that have given rise 
to health and safety haz ards, the strug gles by work ers and their un ions to com bat 
those hazards, and the re sponse of em ploy ers and the state to those ef forts. 

As Alan Derickson has noted, one of the ef fects of our lack of knowl edge in 
this area is a com mon im pres sion of those in jured and killed by work place health 
haz ards as sim ply the vic tims of forces be yond their com pre hen sion and con trol. 
Derickson ar gues that while such peo ple are no doubt vic tims, the im age of them as 
hapless and un know ing may be rooted more in in suf fi cient appre cia tion of the his -
tory of worker re sis tance to health haz ards than in histor ical reality.4 By high light -
ing la bour’s resis tance in the St. Law rence case, this study aims to en rich our 
un derstand ing of the role that agency and strug gle play in at tempt ing to pre vent 
such di sas ters. 

Ex am i na tion of the events at St. Law rence is in struc tive be cause it draws at ten -
tion to the many forces that in flu ence the han dling of oc cu pa tional health as a la -
bour re la tions is sue. A cen tral theme in this anal y sis is the way in which a va ri ety of 
fac tors, most notably changes in the eco nomic and in dus trial en vi ron ment, al tered 
the bal ance of power among la bour, em ploy ers, and the state and in turn de ter mined 
the abil ity of work ers to mount a collec tive challenge to the sta tus quo.5 It will be 
dem on strated that while develop ments dur ing the early years of World War II put 
work ers in an un prec e dented po si tion of strength from which to mount col lec tive 
re sis tance, their ef forts were un der mined by cor po rate and gov ern ment in ter ests 

na tional Un ion of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers in Can ada Since 1895 (Ot tawa 1984); 
Al len Seager, “Social ists and Workers: The West ern Ca na dian Coal Miners, 1900-21,” La -
bour/Le Tra vail, 16 (Fall 1985), 23-59; Mi chael Earle, “‘Down with Hit ler and Silby 
Barrett’: The Cape Breton Miners’ Slow down Strike of 1941,” Acadiensis, 1 (Au tumn 
1988), 3-26; Mi chael Earle, “The Coal miners and their ‘Red’ Un ion: The Amal gam ated 
Mine Workers of Nova Sco tia, 1932-1936,” Labour/ Le Tra vail, 22 (Fall 1988), 99-137; Mi -
chael Earle and H. Gamberg, “The United Mine workers and the Com ing of the CCF to Cape 
Breton,” Acadiensis, 1 (Au tumn 1989), 56-90; Mercedes Stedman, Pe ter Suschnigg and Di -
eter K. Buse, eds., Hard Les sons: The Mine Mill Un ion and the Ca na dian La bour Move ment 
(To ronto 1995); and Da vid Frank, J.B. McLachlan: An Autobiography (Toronto 1999). 
4Alan Derickson, Workers’ Health, Workers’ De moc racy: The West ern Miners’ Strug gle, 
1891-1925 (Ithaca 1988), xii-xiii. The his tory of la bour’s role in ad dress ing one such haz ard 
is cen tral to Derickson’s Black Lung: Anat omy of a Pub lic Health Di sas ter (Ithaca 1998). 
5For dis cus sions of how these fac tors in flu ence health and safety strug gles, see Rob ert Sass, 
“The Un der de vel op ment of Oc cu pa tional Health and Safety in Can ada,” in Wil liam Leiss, 
ed., Ecology Versus Politics in Canada (To ronto 1979), 74-5; Morley Gunderson and Kath -
er ine Swinton, “Col lec tive Bar gaining and As bes tos Dan gers in the Work place,” pre pared 
for the Royal Com mission on Mat ters of Health and Safety Arising from the Use of As bes tos 
in On tario (De cem ber 1981), 5.1-5.4; and Rob ert Storey and Wayne Lewchuk, “From Dust 
to DUST: As bes tos and the Strug gle for Worker Health and Safety at Bendix Au to mo tive,” 
Labour/Le Travail, 45 (Spring 2000), 103-40. 
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that per sis tently downplayed health con cerns and pushed them to the mar gins of the 
la bour re la tions agenda. 

An im por tant ele ment in how this process un folded was the na ture of the haz -
ard in ques tion. This ac count un der scores the im por tant distinc tion be tween oc cu -
pational health and oc cu pa tional safety, and how that dis tinction can af fect how 
haz ards are rec og nized and ad dressed. Among these dis tin guishing traits are the 
dif fi culty in draw ing a de fin i tive link be tween dis eases and work place con di tions, 
and the time that usu ally elapses be tween ex po sure and ill ness. Be cause such fac -
tors mean that the ef fects of health haz ards are of ten nei ther ap par ent nor im me di -
ate, con cerns about those haz ards can be downplayed or ig nored, or the 
respon sibil ity of dealing with the ef fects can be deferred to some in de ter mi nate 
time in the fu ture. This can re duce the pres sure felt by em ploy ers and the state — 
and per haps even work ers in some cases — to con front and address such haz ards.6 

In the case of St. Law rence, these fac tors were compounded by the ab sence of med -
ical ser vices, which added to the dif ficulty in de ter min ing the ex is tence and ex tent 
of the health prob lem and thus to the in abil ity of min ers to draw at ten tion to their 
plight. 

This study also ac cents the role of the state in ad dress ing work place haz ards 
through adop tion and enforcem ent of pro tec tive mea sures, and to those fac tors that 
influ ence the state’s will ing ness to do so. Dur ing the period under con sid er ation, 
the gov ern ment made some des ul tory moves to ward strength en ing pro tec tive mea -
sures, but over all it main tained a non-interventionist po si tion, es sen tially leav ing 
the mat ter in the hands of em ploy ers. It is doubt ful, in any case, that a more force ful 
pro tec tive re gime would have ad dressed the con cerns of St. Law rence work ers in 
any mean ing ful way, since such a re gime would al most cer tainly have ad hered to 
the view that char ac ter ized health and safety reg u la tion in North Amer ica and Eu -
rope up to the 1960s, which was to focus on safety to the alm ost to tal exclusion of 
health.7 This tendency is ev i dent in the few in spec tions that were car ried out at the 
St. Law rence mines dur ing this pe riod. 

The fac tors that dis tin guish oc cu pa tional health from oc cu pa tional safety also 
draw at ten tion to a sig nif i cant meth od olog i cal is sue. In dus trial dis ease is a no to ri -
ously dif fi cult area of his tor i cal in quiry, ow ing largely to a lack of re li able in for ma -
tion about the ac tual incidence of var i ous dis eases. Most in for ma tion about the 
in ci dence of work-related ill nesses co mes from work ers’ com pen sa tion re cords, 
which pro vide lim ited data since they re cord only those com pen sable cases where a 
causal re la tion ship be tween an occu pa tion and an ill ness has been es tab lished. 

6Gunderson and Swinton, “Col lec tive Bar gaining and As bes tos Dan gers in the Work place,” 
4.9-4.10. 
7Increasing awareness about the environmental impacts of industrial contaminants has been 
cited as the ma jor force be hind the change in fo cus at this time. See Rob ert Paehlke, “Oc cu -
pa tional Health Pol icy in Can ada,” in Leiss, Ecology Versus Politics in Canada, 97-8; and N. 
Ashford, Cri sis in the Work place: Oc cu pa tional Dis ease and In jury (Cam bridge 1976), 3-4. 
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Such fig ures may thus rep re sent only “the tip of the sub merged mass of illness.”8 

Workforce mi gration, es pe cially in resource in dus tries such as min ing, has also 
been cited as in hib it ing our ap pre ci ation of the full ex tent of industrial dis eases, as it 
adds to the dif fi culty of link ing dis eases with spe cific workplaces.9 Such fac tors 
have likely con trib uted to the fact that much of the at ten tion his tori ans have paid to 
disasters in the min ing in dus try has focussed on sud den and dra matic events, such 
as ma jor ac ci dents in volv ing mul ti ple fa tal i ties, rather than on in dus trial dis eases 
and the ef forts of work ers to com bat more sur repti tious haz ards.10 

Sev eral fea tures of the St. Law rence case help to over come some of these dif fi -
cul ties as so ci ated with an his tor i cal ex plo ra tion of oc cu pa tional health. The ex is -
tence of a sub stan tial set of gov ern ment and un ion re cords allows for a fairly 
com plete re con struc tion of the his tor i cal events un der con sid er ation here. The 
char ac ter of the comm u nity it self also plays a role. Un like many re source towns, St. 
Law rence was an established lo cale with a sub stan tial pop u la tion when the min ing 
indus try was in tro duced there. Most of the workforce was drawn from the im me di -
ate area and stayed there all their lives. This is an im por tant com po nent in the abil ity 
to as sess not only the long term im pacts of workplace health haz ards, but more par -
ticu larly the re percus sions of the out come of work ers’ strug gles.11 This account 

8 Paul Weindling, “Linking Self Help and Med i cal Sci ence: The So cial His tory of Oc cu pa -
tional Health,” in Paul Weindling, ed., The Social History of Occupational Health (Lon don 
1985), 11. On this is sue in the Ca na dian con text, see, G.B. Reschenthaler, Occupational 
Health and Safety in Can ada: The Eco nom ics and Three Case Studies (Montréal 1979), 2; 
and Terence Ison, The Dimensions of Industrial Disease, Re search and Cur rent Is sues Se -
ries, No. 35 (Kingston 1978), 2. 
9See Gill Burke, “Disease, La bour Migration and Tech no log i cal Change: The Case of the 
Cornish Miners,” in Weindling, ed., The Social History of Occupational Health, 78-88; and 
Alan Derickson, “In dus trial Ref ugees: The Mi gra tion of Silicotics From the Mines of North 
Amer ica and South Af rica in the Early 20th Cen tury,” Labor History, 29 (1998), 66-89. 
10Doug Baldwin raises this point with re spect to in dus trial dis ease among North ern On tario 
sil ver min ers in the early 20th cen tury: “A Study in So cial Con trol,” 94. Ac counts of ma jor 
mining accidents include: Roger David, Blood on the Coal: The Story of the Springhill 
Mining Di sas te rs (Hantsport 1976); Da vid Jay Bercuson, “Trag edy at Belle vue: Anat omy of 
a Mine Di saster,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 3 (1978), 221-32; Ian McKay, “Springhill 1958,” 
New Maritimes, 2 (De cem ber 1983/Jan u ary 1984), 4-16; Bryan D. Palmer and Rob ert Lunn, 
“The Big Sleep: The Malartic Mine Fire of 1947,” La bour Le Tra vail, 39 (Spring 1997), 
225-40; and Chris to pher McCormick, ed., The Westray Chron i cles: A Case Study in Cor po -
rate Crime (Halifax 1992). 
11The im por tance of this be came ev i dent in 1965 when a res i dent was able to pro duce fig -
ures he had re corded over the years of work ers who had died from var i ous ail ments — fig -
ures that were greatly at odds with those in the Workers’ Com pen sa tion Board files: H.A. 
Win ter, “Re port of the Re view Com mit tee Ap pointed to Re view, Con sider, Re port Upon, 
and Make Recommendations Respecting the Workmen’s Compensation Act,” 1966, unpub -
lished doc u ment, Cen ter for New found land Studies (CNS), Me morial Uni ver sity of New -
foundland, 42-3. 
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thus rep re sents a rare, de tailed anal y sis of one chap ter in a deadly disaster in volving 
oc cu pa tional health and in dus trial dis ease. 

The His tor i cal Back ground: 
In dus try, La bour, and Health and Safety Dur ing the 1930s 

Mining be gan at St. Law rence in 1933, when New York en tre pre neur Wal ter 
Seibert pro posed to the peo ple of the com mu nity that they help establish an in dus -
try to mine the veins of fluorspar bur ied in the sur round ing hills.12 To un der stand 
how the peo ple of the com mu nity — which had a pop u lation of around 900 at that 
time — greeted this pros pect, as well as de vel op ments dur ing subse quent years, the 
eco nomic and po liti cal cir cum stances need to be outlined briefly. 

The sta ple of the New found land econ omy was the pro duc tion and ex port of 
dried, salted cod. By the early 1930s, how ever, that indus try had been devas tated by 
years of de cline in both price and mar kets for Newfound land ex ports. The on set of 
the Great De pres sion was there fore the na dir of an eco nomic de cline that had been 
on go ing through out the inter war pe riod.13 A Brit ish Royal Com mis sion (pop u larly 
known as the “Amulree Com mis sion”) re ported in 1933 that a large seg ment of the 
pop u la tion was de pend ent upon the coun try’s in ad e quate pub lic re lief sys tem, the 
country was mired in debt, and the polit ical sit u ation had been ren dered un man age -
able by years of neg li gence.14 

Based on one of that com mis sion’s recom men da tions, in 1934 the New found -
land gov ern ment de cided to sus pend the sys tem of Re spon si ble Gov ern ment that 
had been in place since 1855 in fa vour of an un-elected Com mission of Gov ern -
ment. The Com mis sion of Govern ment, which took office in Feb ruary 1934, con -
sisted of six de part ments headed by ap pointed com mission ers, three from Great 

12Fluorspar is used in the man u fac ture of sev eral prod ucts, in clud ing steel, alu minum, ce -
ram ics, and freon, a re frig er ant. While the St. Law rence de pos its were known about since 
1870, they at tracted at ten tion for their com mer cial value in the 1920s when world de mand 
for the min eral in creased: Carl M. Fellman, “The Mining of Fluorspar and its Uses,” Pro -
ceed ings of the Lake Su pe rior Mining In sti tute, 25 (1926), 197-211; and C.K. Howse and 
R.P. Fischer, “Newfound land Ships Fluorspar: Pro duc tion from St. Law rence Re gion, Be -
gan in 1932, has In creased Steadily,” En gi neering and Mining Jour nal, 140 (1939), no pag i -
nation. 
13On the de te ri o rat ing eco nomic sit u a tion and the on set of the Great De pres sion, see 
D a v i d Alexander, “Newfoundland’s Traditional Economy and Development to 1934,” 
Acadiensis, 2 (Spring 1976), 56-78; Da vid Al ex an der, “The Col lapse of the Saltfish Trade 
and Newfoundland’s Integration into the North American Economy,” Canadian Historical 
Association Papers (1976), 229-48; and Pe ter Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic 
World, 1929-1949 (Kingston 1988), 12-43. 
14Lord Amulree, Newfoundland Royal Commission, 1933, Report (Lon don 1934), 132-42, 
187-94, 227-37. 
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Brit ain and three from New found land, along with a Gov er nor. The coun try had 
thus ef fec tively re verted to the sta tus of a Brit ish col ony.15 

The economic cli mate and the poli cies of the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment 
would have a pro found im pact on de vel op ments at the St. Law rence mines. Like 
most New found land com mu ni ties, St. Law rence was dev astated by the collapse of 
the cod fishery and the economic down turn of the 1930s. Given the eco nomic sit u a -
tion in St. Law rence and through out New found land, it is not sur prising that Seibert 
found will ing par tic ipants for his pro posal to start a mine. Af ter selling a ship ment 
of fluorspar to the Do min ion Steel and Coal Cor po ra tion (DOSCO) for use in its steel 
plant in Syd ney, Nova Sco tia, Seibert es tab lished the St. Law rence Corpo ra tion of 
New found land and hired a num ber of for mer fish erm en to mine fluorspar at a num -
ber of sites. 

The open ing of the St. Law rence mines brought to three the num ber of min ing 
op era tions in New found land. In 1895 the Nova Sco tia Steel Com pany had be gun 
mining iron ore on Bell Is land, near the cap i tal city of St. John’s, to sup ply its Nova 
Sco tia steel mills. Af ter chang ing own er ship sev eral times dur ing the first few de -
cades of the 20th cen tury, by 1930 the mines were owned by Nova Sco tia’s Do min -
ion Steel and Coal Com pany.16 By that time, how ever, the De pression had all but 
erad i cated de mand, and the workforce was dras tically re duced from the more than 
1000 em ployed at the turn of the cen tury. The Bell Is land mines would eventu ally 
recover from this slump with the build-up to World War II. The other ma jor New -
found land mine at the time was at Buchans, in the is land’s inte rior, where cop per, 
lead, and zinc mines opened by the Amer ican Smelting and Re fining Com pany in 
1927 em ployed about 400 work ers.17 

Lit tle is known about work ing condi tions and la bour relations at these other 
sites dur ing the 1930s.18 It is nev er the less clear that at St. Law rence these were 
shaped largely by the ab sence of any other em ploy ment op tions and by gov ern ment 
pol i cies in a num ber of key ar eas. One of these ar eas was pub lic re lief. From its in -
cep tion, the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment fo cussed con sid er able ef fort on re duc ing 
pub lic re lief ex pen di ture. This in cluded forc ing the able-bodied to accept what ever 

15On the es tab lish ment and struc ture of the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment, see Neary, New -
found land in the North At lan tic World, 44-52; S.J. R. Noel, Politics in Newfoundland (To -
ronto 1971), 202-43. 
16See Gail Weir, The Miners of Wabana: The Story of the Iron Ore Miners of Bell Is land (St. 
John’s 1989); and Wendy Mar tin, Once Upon a Mine: Story of Pre-Confederation Mines on 
the Is land of New found land (Montréal 1983), 52-65. 
17See Mar tin, Once Upon a Mine, 74-7; and Derek Yetman, Riches of the Earth: The Story of 
Buchans (St. John’s 1986). 
18For a sum mary of the ma jor de vel op ments at Bell Is land and Buchans dur ing the 1930s, 
see Rich ard Ren nie, “‘And there’s noth ing goes wrong’: In dus try, La bour and Health and 
Safety at the Fluorspar Mines, St. Law rence, New found land, 1933-1978,” PhD The sis, Me -
morial University of Newfoundland, 2001, 25-32. 
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pay ing work was of fered lest they be cut off re lief, a sys tem the St. Law rence Cor -
po ration used to quash potential un rest. For in stance, in 1936 the District Mag is -
trate re ported that when St. Law rence Cor po ra tion em ploy ees had re fused to work 
for a cer tain wage, the com pany of fered the work to un em ployed men in re ceipt of 
pub lic relief, who could not re fuse em ploy ment.19 One form er worker re counted an 
incident in which he and a group of others went to the mine man ager (an Amer i can 
named Kelleher who had been brought in by Seibert) to ask for a raise in 1937, only 
to be told that if they did not re turn to work im medi ately they and any of their fam ily 
mem bers em ployed by the com pany would be fired. “We had to go back and go to 
work,” this man re called, “No choice.”20 

The de gree of de pend ence ex pe ri enced by work ers at St. Law rence was par al -
leled and re inforced by the govern ment’s reli ance on for eign de velop ers. This re la -
tion, hardly unique to the Com mis sion of Gov ernm ent era, was borne largely of the 
fail ure to achieve a level of de vel op ment and di ver si fi ca tion suf fi cient to ab sorb the 
sur plus la bour that ac com pa nied an in creas ing pop u la tion dur ing the late 19th and 
early 20th centu ries, and to help mit i gate the ef fects of fluc tu a tions in the fish ery.21 

The Com mis sion of Govern ment con tin ued the practice of pre vi ous re gimes by re -
spond ing to this prob lem partly with at tempts to attract and ap pease foreign de vel -
op ers.22 As Valerie Sum mers’ anal y sis of the his tory of un der de velop ment in 

19Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador (hereafter PANL), Records of the 
New found land Com mis sion of Gov ern ment (here af ter GN38), S2-1-11, File 1, Mag is -
trate’s Re port to the De part ment of Nat u ral Re sources, 25 March 1936. The gov ern ments of 
Can ada and Great Britain pur sued sim i lar pol i cies. See James Struthers, No Fault of their 
Own: Un em ploy ment and the Ca na dian Wel fare State, 1914-1941 (To ronto 1983), 6-7; 
W.R. Garside, Brit ish Un em ploy ment, 1919-1939: A Study in Pub lic Pol icy (Cambridge 
1990), 32-65; and Noel White side, Bad Times: Un em ploy ment in Brit ish So cial and Po lit i -
cal His tory (Lon don 1991), 83. 
20In ter view with Mike O’Leary, St. Law rence, New found land, con ducted by the au thor, 26 
Oc to ber 1997. In keep ing with the Tri-Council Guide lines re gard ing SSHRC-funded re -
search in volv ing hu man sub jects, in ter view ees’ real names have been changed to pseud -
onyms. 
21Many ex pla na tions have been of fered for this fail ure. For ex am ple, Da vid Al ex an der at -
trib uted the prob lem to ne glect of the fish er ies, Ger ald Sider to the mer chant class’s in ter est 
in per pet u at ing its eco nomic and po lit i cal he ge mony, and Sean Cadigan to cli mate and re -
source endowment. David Alexander, “Development and Dependence in Newfoundland, 
1880-1970,” Acadiensis, 1 (Au tumn 1974), 3-31; Da vid Al ex an der, “New found land’s Tra -
ditional Economy and Development to 1934,” Acadiensis, 2 (Spring 1976), 56-78; Ger ald 
Sider, Cultural Class in Anthropology and History: A Newfoundland Illustration (Cam -
bridge 1986); and Sean Cadigan, Hope and De cep tion in Con cep tion Bay: Mer chant-Settler 
Relations in Newfoundland, 1785-1855 (To ronto 1995), vii-xii. 
22Another notable effort undertaken by the Commission of Government was diversifica tion 
through ag ri cul ture. See Gordon Handcock, “The Com mis sion of Gov ern ment’s Land Set -
tle ment Scheme in Newfound land,” in James Hiller and Peter Neary, eds., Twenti -
eth-Century Newfoundland: Explorations (St. John’s 1994), 123-52. 
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New found land shows, this ap proach had a ma jor in flu ence on the Com mis sion of 
Gov ern ment’s po si tion re gard ing the de vel op ment of min eral re sources.23 

While Sum mers’ anal y sis fo cuses on such is sues as land con ces sions, roy al -
ties, and con trac tual ar range ments, it is clear that the de sire to at tract and ap pease 
for eign cap i tal also in flu enced the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment’s at ti tude to the 
ques tion of health and safety in mines. At St. Law rence, ore was ini tially mined in 
open pits more than a hun dred feet deep in some cases and ac cessed by a se ries of 
lad ders. Workers toiled in these set tings with out proper tools or safety equip-
ment.24 When lo cal gov ernm ent of fi cials oc ca sion ally raised the is sue of sub stan -
dard equip ment and meth ods, the com pany usu ally re sponded that it did not have 
the capi tal to make im prove ments. On one of these oc ca sions, an offi cial noted that 
in the ab sence of in for ma tion on the com pany’s finances, this claim could be nei -
ther ver i fied nor de nied. None the less, the De part ment of Nat u ral Re sources sug -
gested that the gov ern ment se cure a loan for the com pany, to be used in ex pand ing 
op er a tions to in crease em ploy ment and pro duc tion.25 While nothing con crete came 
of this sug ges tion, it is in dic a tive of the gov ern ment’s ten dency to give pri or ity to 
resource develop ment over the wel fare of work ers. 

The lack of re gard for health and safety was also re flected in the Com mis sion 
of Gov ern ment’s re fusal to strengthen pro tec tive leg is la tion. En act ments gov ern -
ing health and safety in New found land mines had been in tro duced in 1908, largely 
in re sponse to the high accident rate at the iron ore mines opened at Bell Is land.26 

The 1908 Act es tab lished stan dards in such ar eas as ven ti la tion and ex plo sives, but 
these were seldom en forced as there was no mines in spec tor ate and in ter ven tions 
by the Gov ern ment En gi neer were re quired only af ter a fa tal or se ri ous ac ci dent.27 

The Com mis sion of Govern ment re fused to over haul the sys tem de spite be ing 
urged to do so by, among others, an in spec tor it brought in from On tario in 1936 to 
conduct the first ever gen eral in spec tion of New found land mines.28 The in spec tor 

23Valerie Sum mers, Re gime Change in a Re source Econ omy: The Pol i tics of Un der de vel op -
ment in New found land Since 1825 (St. John’s 1994). The anal y sis of the Com mis sion of 
Government era focuses almost exclusively on attempts to establish arrangements with Ca -
na dian firms to de velop min eral re sources in Lab ra dor (139-48). 
24PANL, GN38, S2-1-11, File 1, Mag is trate’s Re port to the De part ment of Nat u ral Re -
sources, 25 March 1936. 
25PANL, GN 38, S2-1-11, File 1, Mem o ran dum sub mit ted by Com mis sioner for Nat u ral 
Re sources for Con sid er ation of Com mis sion of Gov ern ment, 16 April 1936. 
26On ac ci dents at the Bell Is land mines, see Weir, The Miners of Wabana, 94. 
27Newfoundland, An Act Re spect ing the Reg u la tion of Mines, in Acts of the Gen eral As sem -
bly of New found land (St. John’s 1909). 
28Ar chi val Col lec tion of the New found land and Lab ra dor De part ment of Mines and En ergy, 
(here af ter DME), Re port on Mines In spec tion of New found land, 6 No vem ber 1936. By 
com par i son, in Brit ain reg u la tion and in spec tion of coal mines had be gun in 1842, and in 
1872 those mea sures were ex tended to gov ern non-coal mines. Ca na dian leg is la tion tended 
to fol low the Brit ish pat tern, and many Ca na dian prov inces had leg is la tion and in spec tion 
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de scribed meth ods at the three mines op er at ing at St. Law rence as “prim itive,” and 
noted the po ten tial for cave-ins and flood ing as well as the ab sence of toi let fa cil i -
ties and clean drink ing wa ter. He also suggested that the gov ernm ent hire a qual i -
fied inspec tor to carry out reg u lar inspec tions, and that it re quire min ing com pa nies 
to sub mit mine plans and de tails of all fa tal i ties and in ju ries, which was rou tine in 
ju ris dic tions across Can ada.29 

The rea sons for the gov ern ment’s refusal to act on the rec om men dations were 
not made ex plicit, though in 1936 the Com missioner for Nat u ral Resources re -
marked that the cur rent sys tem seemed ad e quate since there had been “only” five 
fa tal ac ci dents in New found land mines dur ing the pre ced ing year.30 An other pos si -
ble mo ti va tion — perhaps the overrid ing one — was re luctance on the part of the 
gov ern ment to take any mea sures it thought might en tail in vest ments op er ators 
would be un will ing or un able to make, and thus threaten much-needed em ploy -
ment. For in stance, a 1937 re port noted that at St. Law rence the mines were “ab -
sorb ing practi cally all the able-bodied la bor available” and any cur tail ment of 
em ploy ment would re sult in “large de mands on us for pub lic re lief.”31 

Haz ards at the St. Lawrence mines in creased in both num ber and grav ity dur -
ing the late 1930s as open-pit min ing be came im practi cal at var i ous sites and op er a -
tions were moved un der ground. Shafts were sunk to depths of sev eral hun dred feet 
and hor i zon tal tun nels known as “drifts” drilled and blasted at vari ous lev els along 
the shaft. Workers were now ex posed to ad ditional health haz ards as so ciated with 
the com plete ab sence of ven ti lation and the thick dust gen er ated by drill ing and 
blast ing op er a tions.32 With out em ploy ment op tions or state pro tec tion, work ers 
had little choice but to tol erate such con di tions, even when they be lieved that their 
health was be ing dam aged. One for mer miner who started work ing un derground in 

ser vices in place by the 1890s. On Great Brit ain, see P.W.J.Bartrip and S.B. Burman, The 
Wounded Soldiers of Industry: Industrial Compensation Policy, 1833-1897 (Oxford 1983), 
83-96. On Can ada, see Eric Tucker, Ad min is tering Dan ger in the Work place: The Law and 
Politics of Occupational Health and Safety Regulation in Ontario, 1850-1914 (To ronto 
1990), 223-7. 
29DME, Re port on Mines In spec tion of New found land, 6 No vem ber 1936. 
30PANL, GN 38, S1-1-12, File 8, Pro posal that the op er a tor of the di a mond drill should be 
com pe tent to in spect mines and also the mat ter of fi nan cial pro vi sion there for, 26 May 1936. 
The memo does not spec ify in which mines the men were killed, but Buchans was ob vi ously 
in volved, since the memo states that, “In the case of Buchans the sur vi vors were com pelled 
to leave the place.” 
31PANL, GN38, S6-1-2, File 4A, Re port on the re lief sit u a tion on the Burin Pen in sula and 
the south coast, August, 1937. A sim i lar ap proach was ap par ently taken to the sit u a tion at 
Buchans. There, when work ers oc ca sion ally de manded im prove ments in work ing and liv ing 
con di tions, the gov ern ment tended to point out that the need for jobs out weighed such con -
sid er ations. Mar tin, Once Upon a Mine, 78-80; and Yetman, Riches of the Earth, 15-25. 
32Rennie Slaney, More In cred i ble Than Fic tion: The True Story of the In dom i ta ble Men and 
Women of St. Law rence from the Time of Set tle ment to 1965 (Montréal 1975), 15. 
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1938 stated that, “Every one knew there was some thing, but you had no other 

choice.”33 

Un ion For ma tion and the Launch of Col lec tive Ac tion, 1939-40 

This pat tern of depend ence and pow er less ness be gan to show signs of break ing in 
the sum mer of 1939, in part be cause of in creas ing evi dence about the im pact of 
health haz ards in the mines. That sum mer, nearly all of the St. Law rence Cor po ra -
tion’s 100 work ers were suf fer ing from stom ach ail ments, which the De part ment of 
Pub lic Health and Wel fare later at trib uted to “a high state of pol lution” found in 
wa ter sam ples taken in the un der ground.34 

In the midst of this out break of ill ness, work ers formed the St. Law rence 
Miners and La bourers Pro tec tive Un ion (SLMLPU) un der the lead er ship of a lo cal 
mer chant named Pat rick Aylward.35 By Decem ber 1939, the SLMLPU had is sued 
sev eral de mands to the Cor po ra tion for im prove ments in work ing con di tions, par -
tic u larly with re spect to drink ing wa ter and san i ta tion.36 To this the man age ment 
responded with pater nalism or in tran si gence. At Christ mas, for in stance, the com -
pany an nounced a 10 per cent wage in crease, de scribed as a “Xmas box,” for all em -
ploy ees. One ob server ap plauded this move on the grounds that it was “vol un tary” 
and thus contrib uted to “the happy re la tions so much to be de sired be tween cap i tal 
and la bour.”37 Oth ers were less im pressed: an anon y mous let ter-writer (pos si bly 
Aylward) ar gued that the raise was a re sponse to the for ma tion of the un ion and an 
at tempt on the em ployer’s part to put a good public face on a bad sit u a tion.38 

The pay raise also did noth ing to ad dress on go ing health con cerns. In what 
marked the first in stance of a specific in dustrial dis ease be ing men tioned as a possi -
bil ity among St. Law rence min ers, in Jan u ary 1940 the De part ment of Pub lic 
Health and Wel fare ex pressed its fear that that pos si ble cases of lung dis eases, such 

33O’Leary in ter view. 
34PANL, GN38, S-6-1-2, File 12, Mem o ran dum re spect ing the re port by Dr. J. St. P. Knight, 
4 December 1939. 
35PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port made by Mag is trate Short on the sub ject of a dis pute 
be tween the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of New found land Ltd., and the St. Law rence Miners 
and La bourers Pro tec tive Un ion, 23 May 1940. Aylward later claimed that he had been ap -
proached by sev eral min ers dur ing the sum mer of 1939 and asked to help form a un ion. It is 
un clear why Aylward was cho sen for this task, as he seems to have had no ex pe ri ence with 
ei ther min ing or union ism. One pos si ble ex pla na tion is that, given the ab sence of lo cal gov -
ern ment in ru ral ar eas, busi ness lead ers of ten emerged as commu nity lead ers. As for mer 
fish er men in a com mu nity where there had never been a un ion of any kind and where waged 
work it self was a re cent de vel op ment, the min ers likely sim ply turned to a lo cal per son 
whom they re garded as a leader and per ceived as ca pa ble of as sist ing them in the task. 
36PANL, GN38, S6-1-2, File 40, Ranger V.P. Duff’s Re port on Con di tions at the Fluorspar 
Mine, St. Law rence, 5 De cember 1939. 
37Evening Telegram (St. John’s), 5 Jan u ary 1940. 
38Evening Telegram, 1 Feb ru ary 1940. The let ter was signed “Courage Sans Peur.” 
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as sil ico sis, were be gin ning to sur face in the cop per mines at Buchans and that it 
was pos si ble that sim i lar prob lems ex isted at St. Law rence.39 

Whether it was aware of the fact or not, the De part ment of Pub lic Health and 
Wel fare had good grounds for this sus pi cion, as the St. Law rence mines were an 
ideal en viron ment for sil i cosis to take hold. Sil i co sis is caused by the inha la tion of 
fine dust cre ated by the drill ing of hard rock, such as the gran ite that sur rounded the 
St. Law rence fluorspar veins.40 At St. Law rence, the po ten tial for the dis ease to 
arise was in creased by the use of “dry drills,” which had been among what one in -
dus try ob server de scribed as the “sec ond-hand junk” that Seibert shipped to St. 
Law rence at the start of min ing.41 Dry drills were so called to dis tin guish them from 
the more mod ern type avail able at the time, the “ax ial-fed” or “wet” drill, which 
sup plied a flow of wa ter to the drill bit to suppress dust. Be cause of their pro pen sity 
to in duce dust-related dis eases such as sili cosis, dry drills were known as “widow-
makers” among min ers in North ern On tario and in some parts of the United States 
in the early 20th cen tury.42 A 1914 amend ment to the On tario Mines Act outlawed 
dry drills, and ax ial-fed drills were report edly stan dard equip ment in most South 
Af ri can mines by 1900 (largely as a result of worker ag i tation), and in the fluorspar 
mines of Ken tucky and Il li nois by the 1920s.43 The fact that dry drills had been out -
lawed in many ju ris dic tions by the 1930s might ex plain why Seibert had ap parently 

39PANL, GN38, S6-1-2, File 40, De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare to De part ment of 
Nat u ral Re sources, 15 Jan u ary 1940. The Buchans mines ceased op er a tion in 1984, and the 
pos si bil ity of in dus trial dis ease among Buchans min ers has not been in ves ti gated. 
40On the cause and ef fects of sil i co sis, see I. Web ster, “The Pa thol ogy of Sil i co sis,” in John. 
M. Rogan, ed., Med i cine in the Mining In dus tries (Lon don 1972), 20-38. For ac counts of the 
sil i co sis prob lem and work ers’ strug gles re lated to it in other places, see Derickson, 
Worke rs’ Health, Worke rs’ De moc racy, 180-1; Da vid Rosner, Deadly Dust: Silicosis and 
the Pol i tics of Oc cu pa tional Dis ease in Twen ti eth Cen tury Amer ica (New Jer sey 1992); 
Alan Derickson, “Federal Intervention in the Joplin Silicosis Epidemic, 1911-1916,” Bul le -
tin of the His tory of Med i cine, 62 (1988), 236-51; Ed gar L. Collis and Ma jor Green wood, 
The Health of the In dus trial Worker (New York 1977), 144, 300-1; N.F. Par kin son, “Sil i co -
sis in Can ada,” Amer i can Med i cal Assosiation Ar chives of In dus trial Health (12 July 1955), 
55-62; Gra ham H. Gibbs and Paul Pintus, Health and Safety in the Ca na dian Mining In dus -
try (Kingston 1978), 84, 95-9; and Marcus James, “The Strug gle Against Sil i co sis in the 
Aus tra lian Mining In dus try: The Role of the Com mon wealth Gov ern ment, 1920-1950,” La -
bour His tory, 65 (No vem ber 1993), 75-95. 
41Ar chi val Col lec tion of the Hag ley Mu seum and Li brary, Wilmington, Del a ware, C. 
Wilbur Miller, Dupont Chem i cals, to Lammot Dupont, 11 Feb ru ary 1937. 
42Baldwin, “A Study in So cial Con trol,” 92. Derickson, Workers’ Health, Workers’ De moc -
racy, 42-4. 
43Baldwin, “A Study in So cial Con trol,” 92; Gill Burke, “Dis ease, Mi gra tion, and Tech no -
log i cal Change: The Case of the Cornish Miners,” in Weindling, The So cial His tory of Oc cu -
pational Health, 78-88; Fellman, “The Mining of Fluorspar,” 206; Rosner, Deadly Dust, 
135-54; and Anon y mous, “The Wa ter Drill as a Pre ven tive of Miners’ Phthisis,” Iron Age, 
74 (Au gust 1904). 
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been able to pur chase a num ber of well-used ones to ship to St. Law rence. This is -
sue also high lights the fact that health and safety is more often a mat ter of fi nan cial 
in vest ment than avail able tech nol ogy.44 

The De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare’s con cerns re gard ing sil i co sis, 
and its fear that “the unsan itary surround ings and un healthy water supplies are 
likely to cause an out break of ty phoid or other com mu nicable dis ease at any time”45 

were com pounded by the fact that there was no hos pi tal or doctor in St. Law rence. 
The 1933 Amulree Com mission noted the lack of medi cal services in the country, 
point ing out that there were just four hos pitals out side the capi tal, St. John’s, and 
just 62 phy sicians to serve some 1,300 settle ments scattered around the coast.46 In 
an at tempt to ad dress this prob lem, in 1934 the Com mis sion of Gov ernm ent in tro -
duced a pro gram to construct and staff hos pi tals around the is land. Of the thir teen 
new fa cil i ties es tab lished un der this ini tia tive by the end of World War II, the near -
est to St. Law rence was opened in the late 1930s at Burin, the com mer cial and ad -
min is tra tive cen ter of the area.47 Though Burin was just 30 kilo metres from St. 
Law rence, there was no road con nect ing the 2 com mu ni ties. The trip could be made 
by boat, but regard less of the method was dif fi cult and time-consuming. There was 
another hos pi tal at Grand Bank, about 150 ki lo meters away, but that jour ney was 
diffi cult at best, given the condi tion of the road and the scar city of au to mo biles, and 
im pos si ble dur ing win ter. Ac cord ing to the De part ment of Pub lic Health and 
Welfare, the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion had been ap proached for as sis tance in 
establishing med i cal fa cil i ties at St. Law rence, but had been “ab so lutely 

non-cooperative.”48 

The De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare pointed out that in the absence 
of effective leg islation the govern ment could do lit tle but hope that the com pa nies 
involved would look af ter such matters out of con cern for the health and safety of 
their work ers. Ap parently not con vinced that mine op er a tors would volun tarily 
show such con cern, the De part ment urged the De part ment of Justice to amend the 
Pub lic Health and Wel fare Act to gov ern san i ta tion at mines and other in dus trial 
sites, since as it stood the leg islation ap plied only to log ging camps.49 

While discus sions among vari ous govern ment agen cies over health hazards 
and med i cal ser vices con tin ued dur ing the early part of 1940, and while the un ion 
44Ron ald Bayer, “In tro duc tion,” in Ron ald Bayer, ed., The Health and Safety of Workers: 
Case Studies in the Pol i tics of Pro fes sional Re spon si bil ity (Ox ford 1988), 8. 
45PANL, GN38, S6-1-2, File 40, De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare to De part ment of 
Natural Resources, 15 January 1940. 
46Lord Amulree, Newfoundland Royal Commission, 592-3. 
47R.A. MacKa y , Newfoundland: Economic, Diplomatic and Stra tegic Studies (To ronto 
1946), 178-9. 
48PANL, GN38, S6-1-2, File 40, De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare to De part ment of 
Natural Resources, 15 January 1940. 
49PANL, GN38, S6-2-1, File 12, De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare to De part ment of 
Justice, 15 December 1939. 
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at tempted to get the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion to re spond to its de mands, de vel op -
ments were tak ing place within the in dus try that would have im por tant im pli ca tions 
for the la bour re la tions en vi ron ment. While the ore pro duced at the St. Law rence 
Cor po ra tion mines was used in steel man u factur ing (in 1940 its main cus tomer was 
still DOSCO), fluorspar was also used in smelt ing alu minium. Through out the late 
1930s, de mand for alu mi num in such places as the United States, Great Brit ain, and 
Can ada in creased dra mat i cally, prompt ing Can ada’s chief pro ducer, the Alu mi -
num Com pany of Can ada (Alcan), to expand its smelt ing fa cil i ties and seek out 
new sources of raw ma te rial.50 In 1939, Alcan be came in ter ested in St. Law rence 
fluorspar as a source of mate rial for its smelter at Arvida, Qué bec. In De cem ber, 
1939, Alcan ac quired min eral claims in the St. Law rence area and formed a sub sid -
iary, New found land Fluorspar Limited, or “Newfluor.”51 By the spring of 1940, 
Newfluor had hired 50 men to under take work at a large de posit known as the “Di -
rec tor” vein, with the in ten tion of go ing into pro duc tion by the sum mer of that 
year.52 

The es tab lish ment of Newfluor and a re cent ex pan sion of op er a tions at the St. 
Law rence Corpo ra tion increased to tal un ion mem ber ship to about 240 by April 
1940, when St. Lawrence Cor po ra tion work ers walked off the job in an ef fort to 
force ac tion on long-standing griev ances. Of the 240 mem bers, 150 were reg u lar 
em ploy ees of the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion, 50 were Newfluor em ploy ees, and the 
rem ainder were those who found pe ri odic work and re tained their union mem ber -
ships.53 

The Dis trict Mag istrate was or dered to un der take an in quiry into the walkout, 
which un der scores the state of the leg islative envi ron ment with re spect to labour re -
la tions at the time. The Com mission of Govern ment, like pre vi ous Newfound land 
gov ern ments, had no de part ment or staff spe cif i cally ded i cated to la bour is sues. 
Given the eco nomic sit u a tion at the time it took of fice, the Com mis sion of Gov ern -

50On Alcan’s op er a tions through out this pe riod, see Isa iah A. Litvak and Chris to pher J. 
Maule, Royal Com mis sion on Cor po rate Con cen tra tion, Study No. 13: Alcan Alu mi num 
Limited (Ot tawa 1977), 27-54; Luc Coté, Les Enjeux du Tra vail à l’Alcan, 1901-1951 (Hull 
1990), 82-93; Duncan Camp bell, Mis sion Mondiale: Histoire d’Alcan (To ronto 1985), Vol -
ume 1, 333-4; and Ster ling Brubaker, Trends in the World Alu mi num In dus try (Bal ti more 
1967), 101-23. 
51Alcan pur chased these claims from the Phil a del phia-based firm E.J. Lavino and Com -
pany, which had ac quired them in 1937 but had car ried out only lim ited ex plor atory work on 
the prop er ties: Ar chi val Col lec tion of the Alu mi num Company of Can ada, Montréal (here -
af ter AA), Re sume of ne go ti a tions for New found land fluorspar prop er ties, 31 July 1940. 
52AA, E.J. Lavino, E.J. Lavino and Com pany, to War ren Smith, Man ager, Amer i -
can-Newfoundland Fluorspar, St. Law rence, 28 March 1939; and AA, “Re sume of ne go ti a -
tions for New found land fluorspar prop er ties,” 31 July 1940. 
53PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port made by Mag is trate Short on the sub ject of a dis pute 
be tween the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of New found land Ltd., and the St. Law rence Miners 
and La bourers Pro tec tive Un ion, 23 May 1940. 
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ment likely believed it had lit tle cause to fear la bour un rest, and la bour is sues had 
sim ply been sub sumed un der the De part ment of Public Utilities. By the mid-1930s, 
how ever, work ers in some sec tors had be gun to re bel against the harsh work ing 
con di tions and ex ploi ta tion en gen dered by the Great De pres sion.54 A key el e ment 
in mak ing this re vival into a mass move ment was the 1936 for ma tion of the New -
found land Trades and La bour Coun cil (NTLC). From 1936 to 1939, to tal un ion 
mem ber ship in Newfound land tripled, largely as a re sult of the NTLC’s ef forts, and 
on the eve of World War II New found land had one of the highest rates of union iza -
tion in all of North Amer ica.55 

The Com mis sion of Gov ern ment had been, as one histo rian put it, “caught by 
sur prise” by this sud den burst of un ion orga niz ing: “It had no la bour de part ment 
and knew noth ing about the size, history or char ac ter of the New found land la bour 
move ment.”56 The is sue had be come more urgent when Newfound land was drawn 
into World War II along side Great Brit ain in the fall of 1939, as the need to main -
tain pro duc tion in vi tal in dus tries cou pled with an increased de mand for la bour 
threat ened to gen er ate fur ther la bour un rest. 

At the outbreak of war, the Com mis sion of Govern ment had passed legislation 
grant ing it self sweep ing pow ers over so cial and eco nomic life of the colony, in -
clud ing the Act for the De fence of New found land and the New found land De fence 
Reg u la tions.57 While the govern ment could have used this leg is lation to adopt 
mea sures al low ing it to in ter vene in la bour dis putes, it ini tially chose in stead to pur -
sue a piecem eal approach based on a com bi na tion of dam age con trol and ad hoc 
mea sures. 

At one point, af ter hav ing to ap point a com mit tee to set tle a strike by St. John’s 
longshore men in Jan u ary 1940, the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment did con sider 
adopt ing leg is la tion mod eled on the Ca na dian In dus trial Dis putes In ves ti ga tion 
Act (IDIA) of 1907, which in cluded pro vi sions for com pul sory in ves ti ga tion of la -
bour dis putes by a gov ernm ent-appointed third party and pro hibi tion of work stop -

54For ex am ple, in 1934, New found land log gers, who for years had en dured some of the 
worst liv ing and work ing con di tions on the is land, or ga nized un der the New found land Log -
gers’ Asso ci a tion and were soon en gaged in a se ries of strikes and pro tests. See Dufferin 
Suther land, “New found land Log gers Re spond to the Great De pres sion,” La bour/Le 
Travail, 29 (Spring 1992), 81-116. Also in 1934, Buchans min ers formed the Buchans 
Workers Pro tec tive Un ion (BWPU) with an ini tial mem ber ship of 400. See, Wil liam 
Gillespie, A Class Act: An Il lus trated His tory of the New found land La bour Move ment (St. 
John’s 1986), 63-4. 
55Greg ory S. Kealey, “The His tory and Struc ture of the New found land La bour Move ment: 
Background Report Prepared for Royal Commission on Employ ment and Unemploy ment, 
Newfoundland and Labrador,” 1986, unpublished document, CNS, 113, 16. 
56Gillespie, A Class Act, 75. 
57Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic World, 113-5. 
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pages pend ing such in ves ti ga tion.58 The Com mis sion of Gov ern ment, how ever, 
soon aban doned this route and re verted to its piece meal ap proach. This in cluded 
having Dis trict Mag is trates con duct in qui ries into la bour dis putes as part of the 
wide range of func tions they had taken on un der the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment’s 
strat egy to com pensate for the inad e quacy of the state ap para tus and the lack of lo -
cal gov ern ment in ru ral ar eas. 

At the Mag is trate’s in quiry into the April 1940 walk out at St. Law rence, un ion 
pres i dent Aylward tes ti fied that in the past only the “dread of pov erty” had kept 
work ers from com plain ing more openly about working condi tions at the mines. 
The problems he listed included a lack of san i ta tion fa cil i ties and clean drink ing 
wa ter, in ad e quate mine ven ti la tion, which had caused “suf fo ca tion” in many cases, 
danger ously sub-standard hoisting equip ment, and a com mon practice of work ing a 
man so hard that he soon be came dis abled and was sim ply replaced by an other 
miner. 

The em ploy ees who gave tes ti mony at the in quiry sub stan ti ated Aylward’s 
claims. One miner tes ti fied that the hoist ing sys tem at the “Black Duck” mine was 
very danger ous and that his only source of drink ing wa ter was from a hose that sup -
plied wa ter to cool the air com pres sors. An other man tes ti fied that in the “Iron 
Springs” shaft the only source of ven ti lation was the hoses that sup plied com -
pressed air to the ma chin ery: workers would rem ove a hose from a piece of equip -
ment and breathe air from it. This man re called a re cent in ci dent in which a worker 
had to be re vived with air from a hose when he passed out un der ground. Asked 
whose re spon si bil ity it was to moni tor ven ti lation and other health and safety mat -
ters at the mines, he re plied that he did not know. An other miner stated that, “We 
have no ven ti la tion in our mine,” and re ported that two men had re cently fainted un -
derground for lack of air. 

Oth ers tes ti fied that the manager, Don ald Poynter (an Amer i can who had been 
brought in by Seibert to re place Kelleher), had threat ened to fire them if they com -
plained about work ing condi tions. One worker re called com plain ing to his fore -
man that his task was too much for one man, only to be told that if he could not do 
the work he could eas ily be re placed. An other tes ti fied that he was fired be cause he 
had com plained to the un ion about work ing con ditions, and that he was later told by 
the man ager that, “Well, you had a bad back and you’re get ting old.... [You are] no 
good for the mine any more.”59 

Not sur pris ingly, Poynter presented a very dif fer ent de scrip tion of the sit u a -
tion. He denied the al le ga tions re garding the com pany’s treat ment of its em ploy ees, 

58Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic World, 169. The Ca na dian gov ern ment at -
tempted, mostly un suc cess fully, to use the pro vi sions of the IDIA to sup press a wave of 
strike ac tiv ity dur ing the early years of World War II. See Greg ory S. Kealey, “The Ca na -
dian State’s At tempt to Man age Class Con flict,” in Greg ory S. Kealey, Workers and Ca na -
dian His tory (Montréal and Kingston 1995), 433-4. 
59PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
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including the charge that it had threat ened or taken disciplin ary action against men 
who had com plained of work ing condi tions.60Poynter did not dis pute the claims re -
garding san itary con ditions, but attempted to de flect crit i cism away from the com -
pany by den i grat ing min ers’ homes, stat ing that, “San i tary ar range ments, drink ing 
wa ter ar rangem ents, and con ditions un der which men work are in my opin ion equal 
to, if not better than they have in their own homes. When the time com es when St. 
Law rence will take an in ter est in its own san i ta tion and drink ing wa ter and show 
evi dence of this in ter est in their own homes, this Com pany will gladly give them the 
equal in their work ing condi tions.”61 Regard ing the is sue of ven ti la tion in the 
mines, Poynter stated that it was “more than ad e quate” and added a vague as sur -
ance that, “The en tire ven ti la tion scheme of this mine is fol low ing a def i nite plan 
that was con ceived by a trained en gi neer.”62 

The Mag istrate’s inquiry also re vealed much about the dis cus sions that had 
gone on be tween the un ion and the com pany over the matter of un ion rec og ni tion. 
Poynter denied that the St. Lawrence Corpo ra tion op posed the for mation of the un -
ion, but cor re spon dence pro duced at the in quiry re vealed that the St. Law rence 
Cor po ra tion had steadfastly refused to rec og nize the union as a bar gain ing agent 
for its em ploy ees. For in stance, in response to a un ion re quest in Oc to ber 1939 that 
of fi cial com mu ni ca tions be es tab lished be tween the two par ties, Poynter stated that 
he would discuss com pany-employee re la tions only with indi vid ual work ers.63 

Sev eral months later, Aylward made the same re quest to Seibert, and re ceived no 
re ply.64 

Un ion rec og ni tion was a vex ing issue, for while the un ion’s abil ity to make any 
prog ress on its con cerns through ne go ti a tion de pended largely upon whether the 
com pany would rec og nize it as the work ers’ le git i mate rep re sen ta tive, there was 
nothing com pel ling the com pany to do so. New found land’s Trade Un ion Act, 
passed in 1910, pro tected the right of work ers to union ize but did not com pel em -
ploy ers to rec og nize the union. Ca na dian unions faced a sim ilar prob lem dur ing 
World War II, since the IDIA also con tained no obli ga tion for em ploy ers to rec og -
nize un ions. In Can ada, as one histo rian put it, leg is la tion such as the IDIA failed to 
ac count for the fact that recog ni tion is un like other col lec tive bar gain ing is sues 
since “the very ex istence of one of the par ties was not an is sue for which there was a 
mid dle ground.”65 

60PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
61PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
62PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
63PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
64PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Re port by Mag is trate Short, 23 May 1940. 
65Laurel Sefton MacDowell, “The Formation of the Canadian Industrial Relations System 
Dur ing World War Two,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 3 (1978), 179. In Can ada, this sit u a tion 
held until the introduction of the Wartime Labour Relations Regulation (commonly called 
“PC 1003”) in 1944, which in cluded a re quire ment for com pul sory col lec tive bar gain ing 
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In any event, the April 1940 walk out and the en su ing in quiry did lit tle to ad -
vance SLMLPU’s cause. The Mag is trate’s report to gov ern ment failed to men tion 
any of the specific is sues raised by Aylward and the work ers, in clud ing com plaints 
about ven ti la tion, sani ta tion, and other health and safety is sues. The re port fo cused 
instead on the ac tions of the un ion, con clud ing that it had been confron ta tional in its 
ap proach and had thus cre ated an an tag o nis tic la bour re la tions en vi ron ment.66 

Nor was there much in di cation that the sit u ation would be im proved through 
changes in the health and safety leg is la tion. In June 1940, two months af ter the 
magis trate’s inquiry, A.E. Cave of the On tario De part ment of Mines, who had also 
conducted the 1936 in spec tion, toured the mines of New found land for a sec ond 
time. At the time of Cave’s visit, both the Iron Springs and the Black Duck shafts 
were down to about 200 feet, while Newfluor’s Di rector shaft was down to 150 
feet. Most of Cave’s rec om men da tions re gard ing the St. Law rence mines fo cused 
on safety haz ards, in clud ing hoist ing prac tices, ex plo sives, rockfalls, and es cape 
routes, but he also pointed to the need for clean drink ing wa ter and toi let fa cil i ties. 
Cave also re it er ated his 1936 ob serva tions about the in ad equacy of the New found -
land reg u lations and re peated his sug gestion that the govern ment es tab lish a reg u -
lar in spec tion ser vice.67 Again, how ever, the govern ment took no ac tion on these 
rec om men da tions. 

The Dis putes of 1941 and the De mand for State In ter vention 

Hav ing made no progress on its dem ands un der the SLMLPU and its lead er ship, in 
Jan u ary 1941 the mem ber ship ousted Aylward and dis solved the un ion. Aylward 
was re placed by un ion trea surer Aloysius Turpin who, un like Aylward, was a rank 
and file worker, hav ing worked as a miner and a car pen ter for the St. Law rence Cor -
po ration. The mem ber ship also re consti tuted the un ion as the St. Law rence 
Workers Pro tec tive Un ion (SLWPU). As an in di ca tion of the cli mate of fear that 
marked the la bour re la tions en viron ment at the time, Turpin re called that work ers 
had waited un til Poynter went to New York be fore call ing the meet ing at which 
these changes were made.68 

Among the goals set out in the con sti tu tion of the SLWPU were the im prove -
ment of men “mor ally, so cially and phys i cally” and the se cur ing of com pensa tion 
for “in ju ries re ceived at work where the employ ers may be li a ble.”69 The aim of se -

and re duced the need for dis putes over rec og ni tion. See Kealey, “The Ca na dian State’s At -
tempt to Man age Class Con flict,” 436. 
66“Re port by Mag is trate Short,” 23 May 1940. 
67DME, In spec tion Re port on the Mining Op er a tions in New found land, 1940. 
68Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive (hereafter 
MUNFLA), Col lec tion 84-224, Tapes C7239, 7240, 7241, In ter view with Aloysius Turpin, 
Montréal, 24 June 1967. 
69Ar chi val Col lec tion of the St. Law rence Me mo rial Miners’ Mu seum (here af ter 
SLMMM), Con sti tu tion of the St. Law rence Workers Pro tec tive Un ion, Feb ru ary 1939. 
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curing fi nan cial sup port for in jured work ers points to the in ad equacy of the work -
ers’ com pen sation sys tem in New found land at that time. In other places, such as 
Great Brit ain and Can ada, the evo lution of work ers’ com pen sation had been 
marked by a grad ual tran si tion from the com mon law to the kind of com pul sory, 
col lec tive system in place to day. Un der the com mon law, which had been the norm 
un til the late 19th cen tury, work ers’ com pen sa tion claims were ad min is tered 
through such chan nels as mas ter-servant acts, which required proof of neg li gence 
on the part of the em ployer. As part of its re sponse to grow ing de mands from trade 
un ions and oth ers for better cov er age, in 1880 Great Britain in tro duced an Em -
ployers’ Li a bil ity Act which, while a mod er ate im prove ment on the com mon law 
sys tem, still placed the onus on the claim ant to prove neg li gence on the part of the 
em ployer, and re quired that claims be pur sued either in the courts or through a pri -
vate ar range ment be tween em ployee and em ployer. The Ca na dian prov inces fol -
lowed suit, and soon in tro duced leg is la tion mod elled on Brit ain’s Li a bil ity Act.70 

In 1906, again be cause of pres sure for better cov er age, Great Brit ain passed a 
Work men’s Com pen sation Act that made the sys tem col lec tive and com pul sory: 
em ploy ers were re quired to pay prem i ums into a col lec tive fund, which was then 
used to pay claims. Be tween 1902 and 1911, most prov inces of Can ada passed acts 
based loosely on Brit ain’s 1897 Act, but these pro vin cial Acts were not com pul sory 
and were lim ited to cer tain in dus tries. Un der in creas ing de mands from trade un ions 
and other parties to make the sys tem more com pulsory and uni ver sal,71 in 1910 the 
On tario gov ern ment es tab lished the Meredith Com mis sion, which rec om mended 
com pul sory com pen sa tion and the cre ation of a cen tral gov ernm ent body to col lect 
fees from em ploy ers and ad min is ter ben e fits.72 In 1915, On tario passed a Work -
men’s Com pen sa tion Act based on the Meredith Com mis sion’s rec om men da tions, 
and the rest of the prov inces even tu ally fol lowed suit — Nova Sco tia in 1915, Man -
itoba and Brit ish Co lum bia in 1917, Al berta in 1918, New Bruns wick in 1919, Sas -
katch e wan in 1929, Que bec in 1931, and Prince Ed ward Island in 1949. As in Great 
Brit ain, in Can ada many em ploy ers sup ported the leg is la tion be cause they be lieved 
such a sys tem would ul ti mately re sult in lower costs to them, and be cause it re -
moved the right of claim ants to sue an em ployer.73 

New found land re lied on the com mon law for much of the 19th cen tury, and 
then on an Em ployers’ Li a bil ity Act, passed in 1880, the same year as Great Brit -
ain’s. In 1908, New found land passed a Work men’s Com pen sa tion Act that re -
quired em ploy ers to pay com pensa tion di rectly to in jured work ers (or in the case of 
death, their de pend ents) once claim ants had ei ther come to a pri vate ar range ment 

70Rea sons, Ross, and Patterson, As sault on the Worker, 161-2. 
71Harold Logan, Trade Un ions in Can ada: Their De vel op ment and Func tioning (Toronto 
1948), 501. 
72Mi chael Piva, “The Workers’ Com pen sa tion Move ment in On tario,” On tari o His tory , 67 
(1975), 39-56. 
73Rea sons, Ross, and Patterson, As sault on the Worker, 163-4. 



126 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL 

with the em ployer or had the claim set tled in court.74 Newfound land did not make 
the tran si tion to a col lec tive, com pul sory sys tem, how ever, un til af ter con fed er a -
tion with Canada in 1949. Ac cord ing to a com mit tee later ap pointed to study the 
work ers’ com pen sa tion sys tem in New found land, the very few claims ever made 
un der the pre-Confederation sys tem were “set tled by com pro mise [pri vate ar range -
ment] usu ally to the det rim ent of the worker.”75 

The dif fer ences in the his tor i cal de vel op ment of work ers’ com pen sa tion leg is -
la tion in New found land com pared to other places may be attrib utable to the fact 
that his tori cally the econ omy was based pri marily on a fishery in which small units 
of pro duc tion and the ab sence of wages were stan dard fea tures. By World War II, 
how ever, in dus trial de vel op ment had clearly out paced so cial pol icy de vel op ment 
in the area of work ers’ com pensa tion. In 1941, there were some 3,000 workers em -
ployed in the min ing in dus try alone.76 While it is question able whether a more ad e -
quate com pen sa tion sys tem would have been of much im me di ate ben e fit to 
work ers at St. Law rence, in the ab sence of any other leg is la tive or moral com pul -
sion, it might have pro vided some in duce ment for the em ployer to pro vide a safer 
and health ier work place, if only to re duce fu ture work ers’ com pen sa tion pre miums. 

As mat ters stood, St. Law rence work ers were left to fight for such protections 
on their own, and they wasted lit tle time in con tin u ing that strug gle af ter form ing 
the new un ion. On 17 March 1941, just two days af ter the union was registered, 
work ers at both the St. Law rence Corpo ra tion and Newfluor walked off the job in a 
dis pute os ten si bly about whether or not St. Pat rick’s Day would be ob served as a 
hol i day.77 While this is sue was of some sig nif i cance to the mostly Cath o lic 
workforce, it soon be came clear that it was a flashpoint for other, more sub stan tial 
griev ances, for while the St. Pat rick’s Day walk out lasted just two days, it touched 
off a se ries of dis putes that would con tinue for the re mainder of the year, and into 
which the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment would be re luc tantly drawn. 

One of the is sues the St. Pat rick’s Day dis pute brought to the fore yet again was 
un ion rec og ni tion. About one month af ter the walkout, Newfluor Man ager War ren 
Smith in formed the un ion in writ ing that Newfluor agreed to rec og nize the SLMPU 
as the sole bargain ing agent for its em ploy ees and to meet with a un ion del e ga tion to 

74New found land, “An Act with Re spect to Com pen sa tion to Work men for Injuries Suf fered 
in the Course of their Em ploy ment,” in Acts of the Gen eral As sem bly of New found land (St. 
John’s 1909). 
75Irving Fogwill, “Re port of the Work men’s Com pen sa tion Commit tee of New found land 
on the Organization and Administration of a Workmen’s Compensation Board for New -
foundland,” 1950, 2-3, unpublished document, CNS. 
76Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic World, 164-5. Of these, about 1,800 worked at 
the Bell Is land iron mines. 
77MUNFLA, In ter view with Aloysius Turpin. 
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dis cuss any ar eas of con cern.78 The St. Law rence Cor po ration, how ever, re mained 
stead fast in its re fusal to rec og nize or ne go ti ate with the un ion. 

In an other ef fort to force the hand of the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion, work ers 
there walked off the job again in April 1941, over union rec og ni tion, the pres ence 
of non-union work ers, al leged anti-union in tim ida tion, wages, and work ing con di -
tions.79 Af ter about a week off the job, the men agreed to re turn to work on the con -
dition that the St. Law rence Corpo ra tion recog nize the union.80 Poynter would 
agree only to recog nize the un ion as “the bar gain ing agent of mem bers who are our 
em ploy ees,” which did not sat isfy the union as it ex cluded several work ers who had 
not yet joined the un ion.81 

Once the men had re turned to work, the un ion drafted a col lec tive agree ment 
call ing for em ploy ment of un ion mem bers only (with the stan dard excep tions of 
staff mem bers, fore men, and of fice staff), a six-day week, eight-hour shifts, over -
time pay of time-and-a-half, com pen sa tion, and sick ben e fits. The draft agree ment 
also de manded that “the pres ent un healthy form of equip ment namely the Dry Jack 
Ham mer” be abol ished and re placed by “proper wet drift ers.”82 The un ion also re -
quested the es tab lish ment of a Safety Com mit tee with an equal num ber of un ion 
and com pany rep re sen ta tives, with the power to in ves ti gate work ing con di tions 
and make rec om men da tions to man age ment, as well as a pro vision to have an out -
side au thority de cide on any health and safety mat ter on which this com mit tee could 
not reach agree ment.83 

The pro posed agreem ent was for warded to the Pub lic Utilities Com missioner, 
along with a re quest for the ap point ment of a “Board of Enquiry.” The un ion agreed 
to con tinue pro duc tion pend ing the ap point ment of such an in quiry.84 Woods’ re -
sponse to the SLWPU’s re quest for a govern ment in quiry was in keep ing with the 
gov ern ment’s desul tory ap proach to labour re la tions mat ters to date: he proposed a 
meet ing among repre sen tatives of the un ion, the St. Law rence Cor po ration, and the 
gov ern ment the next time Seibert visited from New York.85 

When the SLWPU made this re quest for an in quiry, the Com mis sion of Gov ern -
ment was still grap pling with the is sue of how best to respond to labour un rest, a 
concern that had become more press ing in the fall of 1940. Not only was there a 
general labour shortage caused by war time enlist ment, a deal had been struck to al -

78SLMMM, W.S Smith, Man ager, New found land Fluorspar Limited, to Aloysius Turpin, 
Pres i dent, SLWPU, 24 April 1941. 
79SLMMM, Turpin to Don ald Poynter, Man ager, St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of New found -
land, 5 May 1941. 
80SLMMM, Poynter to Turpin, 5 May 1941. 
81SLMMM, Poynter to Turpin, 5 May 1941. 
82A “drifter” is a type of drill. 
83PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, P.J. Lewis (le gal coun sel to SLWPU) to Wilfrid Woods, 
Com mis sioner of Pub lic Util ities, 27 May 1941. 
84PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Lewis to Woods, 27 May 1941. 
85SLMMM, Lewis to Turpin, 27 May 1941. 
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low for the es tab lish ment of Amer i can and Ca na dian mil i tary bases at sev eral sites 
around the is land. In Jan u ary 1941, the first legions of Amer ican ser vice men be gan 
to ar rive, and soon an es ti mated 20,000 Newfound land ci vil ians were em ployed in 
the con struc tion of mil i tary bases. Along with the war time re vival of many other in -
dus tries (such as ship ping, min ing, and for estry), the so-called “base-building 
boom” cre ated an un prec e dented de mand for la bour and po ten tially se ri ous la bour 
prob lems for the gov ern ment. It now had to deal with the com bined threat of a re vi -
tal ized la bour move ment and the spectre of two for eign govern ments im port ing 
their stan dards of work prac tices and re mu ner ation to New found land. Pub lic Util -
ities Com mis sioner Wilfrid Woods de scribed the sit u ation as a “golden op por tu -
nity” for the growth and spread of trade un ions and for increased la bour 
mil i tancy.86 

Woods was soon proven right, as dur ing the early part of 1941 work ers both on 
and off the bases used a va riety of channels to de mand im provem ents in work ing 
condi tions and wages. Woods re sponded by pro pos ing a num ber of ad hoc so lu -
tions, in clud ing a re quest to base em ploy ers to keep wages in line with New found -
land rates and a sug ges tion that the gov ernm ent pro vide pro tec tion for strike-
break ers should base work ers per sist in their de mands and go on strike.87 

In re sponse to es ca lat ing un rest, in June 1941 — shortly af ter de nying the 
SLWPU’s re quest for an in quiry — the Com mis sion of Govern ment adopted mea -
sures that spe cif ically in cluded the power to in ter vene in la bour dis putes.88 Passed 
un der author ity of the 1940 De fence Act, the De fence (Avoidance of Strikes and 
Lock outs) Reg u la tions gave the gov ern ment sev eral op tions in the event of an ac -
tual or a threat ened strike or lock out, in cluding the es tab lish ment of a tri bu nal, the 
outright pro hi bi tion of a strike or lock out, the im po si tion of terms and con di tions of 

86PANL, GN38, S4-2-5, File 2, Mem o ran dum for the Com mis sion of Gov ern ment from Sir 
Wilfrid Woods, 17 Jan u ary 1941. 
87For in stance, in Feb ru ary 1941 a group of St. John’s un ions drafted a num ber of res o lu tions 
con demn ing work ing con di tions for ci vil ian em ploy ees at the Quidi Vidi base con struc tion 
site (near St. John’s) and de manded that wages be in creased to 40 cents an hour. In March, ci -
vil ian work ers at the Argentia base formed the Argentia La bour Un ion and also be gan to de -
mand in creased wages and im proved work ing con di tions, and in April a group of la bour 
lead ers from var i ous sec tors around the is land be gan press ing for wage par ity with base 
work ers for all con struc tion work ers in New found land, PANL, GN38, Box S6-5-2, File 3, 
Min utes of meet ing of City un ions sent to Puddester (Pub lic Health and Wel fare), 18 Feb ru -
ary 1941; and Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic World, 157-8. 
88Dur ing 1941 there were a to tal of 10 ma jor strikes in New found land, in volv ing 4,400 
work ers, Kealey, “The His tory and Struc ture of the New found land La bour Move ment,” 
112. 
89New found land, “Reg u la tions for Avoid ance of Strikes and Lock outs,” 27 June 1941, in 
Acts of the Hon our able Com mis sion of Gov ern ment of New found land (St. John’s 1941). The 
“Emer gency Powers (Defence) Act” had been passed in Sep tem ber 1940, to co in cide with 
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work upon em ploy ers, and the power to change any rule or ac cepted prac tice with 
re spect to con di tions of em ploy ment.89 

In mid-July, about two weeks af ter pass ing the Strikes and Lockout Reg u la -
tions, the gov ern ment re ceived yet an other re quest for an in quiry from the SLWPU. 
Hav ing re fused the ear lier in vi ta tion to par tic i pate in a meet ing with Seibert, un ion 
pres i dent Turpin now in formed Woods that while he had managed to keep the men 
work ing to this point, the mem ber ship vowed that noth ing short of an offi cial gov -
ernm ent in quiry would now sat isfy them. He listed the main is sues the un ion 
wanted addressed by such an in quiry: health and safety and un ion rec og ni tion.90 

Woods, how ever, con tin ued to de lay for mal gov ern ment in ter ven tion and 
wanted, “in the in ter ests of all con cerned,” to meet with Seibert be fore tak ing any 
fur ther ac tion.91 Turpin re mained ad a mant, warn ing Woods that the men would not 
work much longer un der current con di tions, and in sist ing that they were ask ing 
only to be “treated as hu man be ings.”92 Woods ig nored this warn ing and held a 
meet ing with Seibert, at which Seibert agreed to raise St. Law rence Cor po ra tion 
wages to the level be ing paid at Newfluor. However, Seibert re fused the un ion’s de -
mand to force the few non-union men still on the pay roll to join the un ion or be dis -
missed from their jobs.93 On the is sue of health and safety, Seibert prom ised to “do 
our best to com ply with the spirit and letter of all laws and reg u la tions,” and to do 
“ev ery thing within rea son to better the health and work ing condi tions of our em -
ploy ees.”94 

What the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion con sidered “within rea son” had given 
cause for doubt in the past, but Woods seemed sat is fied with Seibert’s prom ise to 
raise wages and agreed with his position re gard ing the non-union men. Fur ther -
more, he stated, he and Seibert had dis cussed the pos sibil ity of an in quiry, but 
Seibert had sev eral ob jections to it, “into the merits of which I do not propose to en -
ter now.”95 Re fusing to con duct an in quiry be cause Seibert ob jected to it con sti -
tuted a fla grant ne glect of duty on Woods’ part. Fur ther more, the fact that Woods 
ap par ently be lieved that the im por tant mat ters had been set tled by Seibert’s re -
sponse to the is sues of wages and the em ploy ment of non-union workers sig nalled 

the con clu sion of the mil i tary base deal. It gave the Gov er nor the au thor ity, on the ad vice of 
the Com mis sion, to make “such reg u la tions as ap pear to him to be nec es sary or ex pe di ent for 
se cur ing the pub lic safety, the de fence of the realm, the main te nance of pub lic or der and the 
ef fi cient pros e cu tion of any war in which His Maj esty may be en gaged, and for main tain ing 
sup plies and ser vices es sen tial to the life of the com mu nity.” 
90PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Woods to Lewis, 30 May 1941; and SLMMM, Lewis to 
Woods, 14 July 1941. 
91PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Woods to Lewis, 15 July 1941. 
92PANL, GN 38, S5-4-1, File 6, Turpin to Woods, and Lewis to Woods, 17 July 1941. 
93PANL, GN 38, S5-4-1, File 6, Wal ter Seibert, Pres i dent, St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of 
New found land, to Woods, 22 July 1941. 
94PANL, GN 38, S5-4-1, File 6, Seibert to Woods, 22 July 1941. 
95PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Woods to Lewis, 24 July 1941. 
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his in ten tion to push health and safety con cerns off the labour relations agenda and 
sim ply let the com pany dic tate mat ters in that area. 

While the un ion was not sat isfied with Woods’ most re cent re sponse to its de -
mands, the men stayed on the job throughout the sum mer. In late Au gust, how ever, 
their an tag o nism and their re solve were hard ened by the gov ern ment’s re sponse to 
a la bour dis pute at Buchans, where ear lier that month about 700 mem bers of the 
Buchans Workers Protec tive Un ion (formed in 1934) had walked off the job over 
is sues of wages and work ing condi tions. Though the Strikes and Lock outs Reg u la -
tions pro vided a leg islative chan nel to deal with such dis putes, the Com mis sion of 
Gov ern ment ini tially re sponded to the Buchans strike in typ i cal fash ion. First, 
though the strike showed no signs of be com ing vi o lent, the gov ernm ent sent 80 po -
lice offi cers to the scene. Then, Woods him self went to Buchans to try and per suade 
the men to re turn to work. In mid-August, Woods fi nally gave in and ap pointed a 
gov ern ment tri bu nal un der the Strikes and Lock outs Reg u la tions, where upon the 
men re turned to work. The Tri bu nal awarded the work ers a cost-of- liv ing wage in -
crease, but made few con crete rec om men da tions re gard ing health and safety con -
cerns. Com plaints about dust and chem i cals in the pro cess ing mill, for ex am ple, led 
to lit tle: the Tri bu nal had sim ply rec omm ended that “a few res pi ra tors” be made 
avail able and that ef forts be made to al le vi ate such haz ards. “Apart from that,” the 
Tri bu nal had con cluded, “we can only leave the matter to such mine in spec tions as 
may be pos si ble from time to time.”96 

Shortly af ter learn ing of the Buchans set tle ment, the SLWPU is sued an ul ti ma -
tum to Woods: guar an tee appoint ment of an in quiry by 15 Sep tem ber or the men 
would go on strike.97 Woods’ re sponse to this ulti ma tum was tell ing. First, he de -
scribed dif fi cul ties at St. Law rence as hav ing arisen from two con cerns: wage rates 
at the Cor po ra tion and the em ploy ment of non-union la bour, both of which he was 
sat is fied had been re solved.98 Second, Woods stated that, “If this sort of thing is en -
couraged, there will have to be a Board ap pointed for ev ery wage dis pute and the 
Gov ern ment will be bur dened with the cost of a very con sid erable staff to form 
some sort of La bour Depart ment,”99 re veal ing yet an other mo ti va tion for the gov -
ern ment’s con tin u ing re luc tance to be come in volved in la bour re la tions in any sys -
tem atic fash ion. 

On 15 Octo ber, a month af ter the ex piry of the deadline presented in the ul ti ma -
tum, St. Law rence Cor po ra tion work ers again walked off the job, pro test ing “un -

96Newfoundland, Re port of the Tri bu nal in the Mat ter of the Strike at Buchans Mine, New -
foundland, August 1st to 14th, 1941 (St. John’s 1941), 12-3. 
97SLMMM, Lewis to Turpin, 20 Au gust 1941; and PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Lewis to 
Woods, 4 Sep tem ber 1941. 
98PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Mem o ran dum from Sir Wilfrid Woods for the Com mis sion 
of Government, 5 September 1941. 
99PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 6, Mem o ran dum from Sir Wilfrid Woods for the Com mis sion 
of Government, 5 September 1941. 
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sat is fac tory wage rates plus unhealthy and un safe work ing condi tions.” The un ion 
also re peated its de mands for rec og ni tion as the sole bar gain ing unit for em ploy ees 
of St. Law rence Cor po ra tion.100 At this point, a stand off en sued. St. Law rence Cor -
po ration man ager Poynter blamed the cri sis on the un ion ex ec u tive, which he 
claimed was mo ti vated by “per sonal an tag o nism” rather than con cern for the work -
ers. He called upon the gov ernm ent to “step in and re strain these men,” so that em -
ploy ees could return to work “unham pered by mem ber ship in this local un ion.” 
Poynter also ex pressed con fu sion about the un ion’s actions, since the St. Law rence 
Cor po ra tion was now pay ing the same wage as Newfluor and “the ques tion of 
safety is one that is cov ered by law.”101 Once again, health and safety con cerns 
were be ing downplayed and the mere ex is tence of leg is la tion being con flated with 
enforcem ent. The union, meanwhile, claimed that past deal ings with the com pany 
had con vinced work ers that the only solu tion to the cri sis was third-party in ter ven -
tion, and vowed that the men would not re turn to work un til an in quiry was es tab -
lished.102 

The gov ern ment con tin ued to avoid in ter ven ing in the St. Law rence sit u a tion, 
while at the same time bol ster ing its leg is la tive power to do so. To help set tle a 
strike by the Long shorem en’s Pro tec tive Un ion (LSPU) in St. John’s, which threat -
ened to with hold sup plies to the Amer ican na val base in nearby Argentia, the gov -
ernm ent prom ised that in the fu ture it would ap point tri bu nals to set tle dis putes 
be tween the LSPU and wa ter front em ploy ers.103 On 23 Oc tober, the gov ern ment 
passed the De fence (Con trol and Condi tions of Em ploy ment and Disputes Set tle -
ment) Reg u la tions, which gave the Com missioner for Pub lic Util ities the power to 
appoint a “Trade Dis pute Board” to set tle la bour dis putes which could not be oth er -
wise re solved, “in cases where it ap pears to be nec es sary to do so in the in ter ests of 
the de fence of New found land or the ef fi cient pros e cu tion of the war or for main -
tain ing sup plies and ser vices es sen tial to the life of the com mu nity....” Simi lar to 
the pro vi sions of the Ca na dian IDIA, the Em ploy ment and Dis putes Reg u la tions re -
quired that any dispute or im pend ing dis pute be re ported to the Com mis sioner for 
Pub lic Util ities by ei ther party when the dispute had be gun or was im mi nent, and 
that if in the Com mis sioner’s view the dis pute came un der the man date of the reg u -
la tions and all other chan nels had been ex hausted, the Com mis sioner could re fer 
the mat ter to a Trade Dis pute Board. Once a Trade Dis pute Board had been ap -

100PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Mem o ran dum from Sir Wilfrid Woods for the Com mis sion 
of Government, 25 October 1941. The information on the events immediately surrounding 
the Oc to ber walk-out is con tained in two mes sages sent to Woods: a tele gram from St. Law -
rence mer chant A.A. Giovaninni sent around 20 Sep tem ber, and a let ter from P.J. Lewis 
which Woods re ceived on 23 Oc to ber. Lewis had been to St. Law rence and seen the sit u a -
tion first hand. 
101PANL, GN38, S5-6-1, File 5, Poynter to Woods, 28 Oc to ber 1941. 
102PANL, GN38, S5-6-1, File 5, Lewis to Woods, 1 No vem ber 1941. 
103Neary, New found land in the North At lan tic World, 170. 
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pointed, any strike or lock out had to be suspended and work re sumed pending the 
Board’s rul ings. A Board’s de ci sions were to be binding upon both parties and to 
have the sta tus of a con tract, stay ing in effect “un til var ied by a sub se quent agree -
ment, de ci sion or award.”104 While the new reg u la tions had the po ten tial to un der -
mine the stan dard col lec tive bargain ing process, they also consti tuted a form of 
com pul sory ar bi tra tion and could be used to fa cil i tate third-party as sess ment of la -
bour relations is sues. In sit u a tions such as that which existed at St. Law rence, the 
regu lations could thus be of ben efit to the un ion. 

Though now armed with am ple leg is la tive powers to do so, Woods still re fused 
to appoint an in quiry into the St. Law rence dis pute. Fur ther de vel op ments, how -
ever, brought in creased pres sure to bear. Be cause of its im por tance to the steel and 
alu minum in dus tries, fluorspar was cru cial to the war ef fort, and the St. Law rence 
mines were the main sup plier of fluorspar to Cana dian con sum ers. On 3 No vem ber 
1941, Woods was in formed that the Sec re tary of State for Ex ter nal Af fairs in Ot -
tawa was con cerned about the im pli ca tions of the dis pute at St. Lawrence for the 
fluorspar sup ply, and wanted the un ion-employer im bro glio re solved.105 

Adding to the ur gency of the sit u a tion, on 4 Novem ber work ers at Newfluor, 
who had stayed on the job since the brief walk out in March 1941, struck to de mand 
a wage in crease and to sup port their fel low mem bers em ployed by the St. Law rence 
Cor po ra tion.106 One of the conse quences of this com plete shut down of op era tions 
was that con ditions were far from nor mal when A.E. Cave conducted yet an other 
in spec tion of St. Law rence mines shortly there af ter. At that time, many ar eas of 
both com pa nies’ mines were flooded and in ac ces si ble. While Cave could say lit tle 
about spe cific haz ards, he re it er ated the rec om men da tions made in 1936 and again 
in 1940 that the gov ern ment adopt and en force an ad e quate set of regu lations and an 
in spec tion ser vice, rec om men da tions that were again ig nored.107 

More im por tantly, the work stop page at Newfluor posed a fur ther threat to the 
fluorspar sup ply, and placed Woods un der in creased pres sure from gov ern ment 
and cor po rate offi cials to re solve the St. Law rence dispute. The Ca nadian High 
Com missioner in St. John’s, for in stance, in formed Woods that in the opin ion of the 
Ca na dian Sec re tary of State St. Law rence fluorspar was vi tal since there was no Ca -
na dian source of fluorspar and that “contin ued sup plies of Fluorspar from 
Newfoundland are of ut most im por tance for Ca na dian steel and alu mi num in dus -

104“Defence (Control and Conditions of Employ ment and Disputes Settlement) Regula -
tions,” 23 Oc to ber 1941 (St. John’s 1941). 
105PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, C.J. Burchell, High Com mis sioner for Can ada in St. John’s, 
to Woods, con tain ing a tele gram from Burchell to Sec re tary of State for Ex ter nal Af fairs, Ot -
tawa, 3 No vem ber 1941. 
106Evening Telegram, 7 No vem ber 1941. 
107DME, Mining Operations in Newfoundland, 1941: Inspection Report, 1941. 
108PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Burchell to Woods, con tain ing a copy of a tele gram from 
the Sec re tary of State for Ex ter nal Af fairs, Ot tawa, 8 No vem ber 1941. 
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tries.”108 Woods was also con tacted by the pres ident of DOSCO, the Cor po ra tion’s 
main customer, who stated that he had ad vised the Ca nadian gov ernm ent that to 
main tain steel pro duction through out the win ter, it was “ab solutely es sen tial” that 
the fluorspar sup ply be main tained.109 When the un ion learned of DOSCO’s con -
cerns, it re minded Woods that the work ers were aware of the im por tance of 
fluorspar to the war ef fort and of the far-reaching im pli ca tions of the la bour dis -
pute.110 

Un der these cir cum stances, Woods had lit tle choice but to con cede to the un -
ion’s de mands for an in quiry, and on 10 No vem ber he in formed the un ion that the 
gov ern ment would es tab lish a Trade Dis pute Board to set tle the St. Law rence dis -
pute. In com pli ance with the Em ploy ment and Disputes Regu lations, the un ion 
called the men back to work.111 

The Trade Dis pute Board Set tle ment 

The Trade Dis pute Board ar rived in St. Lawrence on 17 Janu ary 1942. The com po -
si tion of the Board may have had some thing to do with the even tual out come, as the 
gov ern ment-appointed un ion rep re sen ta tive, W.J. Walsh, was him self a for mer 
Min is ter of Ag ri cul ture and Mines in the last pre-Commission ad min is tra tion. 
Thomas J. Lefeuvre, a businessm an and form er pol i ti cian from the St. Law rence 
area, rep re sented the em ploy ers, while Pro fes sor A.M. Fra ser of Me mo rial Uni ver -
sity Col lege was des ig nated the third, im par tial mem ber. The Board’s of fi cial 
Terms of Ref er ence were the em ploy ment of non-union men, union rec og ni tion, 
and wages. Over the course of the inquiry, the Board would ex am ine 65 writ ten 
sub mis sions and hear 21 wit nesses, including Turpin, Poynter, and 12 work ers.112 

Poynter’s tes ti mony re gard ing his com pany’s fi nan cial sit u a tion was taken “in pri -
vate at the Man ager’s of fice.”113 While not of ficially sub ject to the Board’s inquiry, 
Newfluor had agreed to abide by the Board’s rul ings. 

The Board gave qual ified sup port to the un ion’s de mand for rec og nition. It 
ruled that since there were just eight non-union men on the payroll, the St. Law -
rence Cor po ra tion should rec og nize the SLWPU as the sole bar gain ing agent for its 

109PANL, GN 38 S5-4-1, File 5, A. Cross, Pres i dent, Do minion Steel and Coal Cor po ra tion, 
Montréal, to Woods, 7 De cem ber 1941. 
110PANL, GN 38, S5-6-1, File 5, Lewis to Woods, 1 No vem ber 1941. 
111PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Lewis to Woods, 10 No vem ber 1941; PANL, GN38, 
S5-4-1, File 5, Woods to Lewis, 10 No vem ber 1941; and SLMMM, Lewis to Turpin, 17 No -
vember 1941. 
112Evening Telegram, 6 De cem ber 1941. 
113Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board Ap pointed for the Set tle ment of a Dis -
pute be tween the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of New found land and the St. Law rence 
Workers’ Pro tec tive Un ion (St. John’s 1942), 3-4, 10. 
114Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 30. 
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em ploy ees, but that any non-union em ployee on the pay roll as of 1 De cem ber 1941 
should not be required to join the union.114 

The Board also ruled fa vour ably on the union’s de mand for a wage in crease to 
keep pace with war time infla tion. It used the Cana dian sys tem then in ef fect, un der 
which the pre-war wage was taken as a bench mark and wages ad justed ac cord ing to 
fluc tua tions in the cost of liv ing. Con cluding that the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion’s 
av er age pre-war wage of 23.3 cents an hour was “en tirely un sat is fac tory” as a 
bench mark, the Board took the aver age wage as of Au gust 1941, 32.6 cents per 
hour, and or dered the St. Law rence Corpo ra tion to pay this rate plus 13 cents per 
hour cost-of-living in crease as of 15 March 1942.115 

De spite the fact that it was not in cluded in the of fi cial terms of ref er ence, work -
ers and the un ion pres i dent in sisted on bring ing concerns over health hazards to the 
Board’s at ten tion. These included “foul air,” in ad equate ven ti la tion, and the dust 
cre ated by dry-drilling, which work ers be lieved was “in ju ri ous to the eyes and 
lungs.” Dis cus sion of these is sues was rel e gated to a sec tion en titled “Mis cel la -
neous Mat ters” in the Board’s fi nal re port. 

The re port downplayed com plaints of foul air, stat ing that “in the most ef fi -
ciently op er ated mines in the world, there is cer tain to be foul air at times.”116 The 
report also pointed out that on a re cent tour of one St. Lawrence Corpo ra tion mine, 
Board mem bers had not noticed foul air. What the report did not point out was that 
dur ing the tour many sections of this mine were still flooded and in ac ces si ble be -
cause of the re cent work stop page, while the St. Lawrence Cor po ra tion’s other two 
main mines were com pleted flooded and could not be en tered at all.117 This tour 
was thus far from suf ficient to con vey an accu rate sense of nor mal work ing con di -
tions. As for the use of dry drills, Poynter de nied to the Board that the dry drill was 
used in the St. Lawrence Corpo ra tion mines, but the Board reported that it was in 
fact em ployed and urged that “this type of ham mer be no lon ger used except in 
those parts of the mine where ground wa ter renders it in noc u ous.”118 

Turpin and the work ers also com plained of the lack of med i cal ser vices. A doc -
tor had come to St. Lawrence in March 1941, with both min ing com panies and the 
em ploy ees each pay ing a por tion of the ex penses (the em ploy ees paid 50 cents 
monthly), but had left in De cem ber of that year. The men of the com mu nity do -

115Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 30-40. 
116Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 48. 
117Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 6-7. 
118Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 48-9. 
119Faced with a sit u a tion sim i lar to that which ex isted at St. Law rence, in 1917 coal min ers 
at Nanaimo, BC, used their own funds to pur chase an x-ray ma chine for the lo cal hos pi tal, 
Rea sons, Ross, and Patterson, As sault on the Worker, 225. In fact, it was com mon in some 
parts of North Amer ica for min ers’ un ions to plan and build hos pi tals where nei ther em ploy -
ers nor the state would do so. Be tween 1890 and 1910, min ers in the west ern United States 
and Can ada, many of them mem bers of the United Mine workers of Amer ica, built more than 
twenty hos pi tals in min ing com mu ni ties: Alan Derickson, “‘To be His Own Bene fac tor’: 
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nated labour to the par tial con struc tion of a rough build ing that might be used as a 
hos pi tal, but there was no money for fin ish ing or equip ping it.119 Sev eral work ers 
and the un ion pres i dent ex pressed concern about the lack of med i cal fa cil i ties since 
they wanted some way of test ing their be lief that dust and in ad equate ven ti lation 
was dam ag ing workers’ health and that “due to the condi tions they would die even -
tually with lung trou ble.”120 The union urged the Board to make some pro vi sion to 
con duct chest x-rays on St. Law rence min ers un til a more per ma nent ar range ment 
could be es tab lished.121 

The Board’s re port con ceded that the com mu nity was sorely lack ing in med i -
cal ser vices and urged the com pa nies and the un ion to co op erate in ap proach ing the 
De part ment of Pub lic Health and Wel fare for ad vice in try ing to ob tain a doc tor for 
the com mu nity. There was no sugges tion, how ever, that the gov ern ment pro vide 
anything other than ad vice.122 On the spe cific re quest for chest x-rays, the Board 
concluded that, “We are not com petent to pronounce as to the ne ces sity for such an 
exam ina tion, but we de sire to place the Un ion’s wishes on re cord, as they were ex -
pressed very strongly.”123 

The in ter ven tion of the Trade Dis pute Board rep resented the third party scru -
tiny the union had been seek ing, but the settle ment brought mixed results. Workers 
did in deed make some prog ress on the is sues of wages and un ion recog ni tion. 
Health con cerns, how ever, were all but ig nored. The set tle ment was there fore in 
keep ing with the in ac tion that the gov ern ment and the em ployer had dis played dur -
ing events leading up to the Board’s in ter ven tion; health concerns were routinely 
marginalized and griev ances more eas ily ad dressed were the fo cus of con cern by 
the non-union par ties. That the set tle ment pro vided a rel a tively sim ple so lu tion to 
the short-term prob lem of how to en sure con tin ued pro duc tion and indus try ex pan -
sion while ig nor ing the more com plex, lon ger-term is sue of work ers’ health is per -
haps not sur prising given that the decision to inter vene in the dis pute had come 
about not out of con cern for the plight of workers but because of pres sure from Ca -
na dian cor po rate and po lit i cal in ter ests. 

Af ter math of the Trade Dispute Board Set tle ment: 
Oc cu pa tional Health and La bour Re la tions, 1942-45 

The Trade Dispute Board clearly coun ter acted the un ion’s ef forts to keep oc cu pa -
tional health at the cen tre of the la bour re la tions agenda. There is lit tle ev i dence of 
work ers’ re sponse to the spe cific terms of the set tle ment. There were no fur ther 

The Founding of the Coeur d’Alene Miners’ Un ion Hos pi tal, 1891,” in Da vid Rosner and 
Ger ald Markowitz, Dy ing for Work: Workers’ Safety and Health in Twen ti eth-Century 
Amer i ca (Bloomington 1987), 3. 
120MUNFLA, In ter view with Aloyusius Turpin. 
121Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 50. 
122Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 49-51. 
123Newfoundland, Set tle ment of Trade Dis pute Board, 51. 
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work stop pages in the im medi ate af ter math of the set tle ment, though the un ion per -
sisted in its lob bying ef forts. For in stance, in Au gust, 1942, about six months af ter 
the Trade Dis pute Board set tle ment, the union again com plained to the gov ern ment 
about in ad equate ven ti lation and heavy dust in the mines. Sig nif i cantly, these com -
plaints in cluded Newfluor’s Di rec tor mine, which re cently moved from the de vel -
op men tal phase to pro duc tion. The com plaints were again dis missed, with the 
Gov er nor rem ark ing that there was “no rea son for ap pre hen sion.”124 

While con tin u ing to disre gard health con cerns at St. Law rence, the gov ern -
ment did pe ri od i cally bring in mine in spec tors from Ontario. An Oc to ber, 1943, in -
spec tion noted that many shafts at St. Lawrence were now up to 400 feet deep, with 
over 1,000 feet of drift ing car ried out in some places. Such changes had no doubt 
increased the need for ven ti la tion, as workers at the far end of a drift were now up to 
1,400 feet from the near est source of air. The in spec tion re port, however, noted 
only that the ab sence of openings from the un derground to the sur face, other than 
the main shafts, con sti tuted a safety haz ard in the event of a fire or flood.125 The re -
port did re it erate the need to over haul the leg is la tion and up grade the in spec tion 
ser vice, not ing that even the out dated pro vi sions of the 1908 act were not be ing 
com plied with or en forced. It was sug gested that in adopt ing a new code the gov -
ernm ent follow the pro cess which had been used in On tario reg u lations and give in -
dus try and la bour the op por tu nity to con trib ute.126 Sig nif i cantly, Woods sug gested 
that a draft code could be cir culated to the man age ment of New found land’s mines, 
but not to the un ions as had been rec om mended. Woods also ob served, pro phet i -
cally, that draft ing new regu lations might shield the gov ernm ent from pos si ble crit -
icism “if cir cum stances lead ing to the di sas ter are shown even faintly to have been 
such that lack of con trol by the State has any bearing in the case.”127 Not even such 
prag matic con sid er ations were suf fi cient to in voke ac tion, how ever, and no leg is la -
tive changes were forth com ing. 

While the gov ern ment maintained the sta tus quo with re spect to its role in ad -
dress ing health and safety con cerns, a notable change was tak ing place in the 
sphere of la bour re la tions: the in clusion of health and safety pro visions in col lec tive 
agree ments the SLWPU even tually signed with both com pa nies to supplant the 
Trade Dis pute Board set tle ment. In Oc to ber, 1942, the SLWPU and Newfluor en -
tered into a col lec tive agree ment that es sen tially em bod ied the same terms as the 
set tle ment. The un ion re ne go ti ated the agreem ent with Newfluor in May, 1944, and 

124PANL, GN38, S5-4-1, File 5, Gov er nor Humphrey Walwyn to Clem ent B. Atlee, Sec re -
tary of State for Do min ion Af fairs, 25 Au gust 1942. (The Gov er nor was re quired to for ward 
Trade Dis pute Board re ports to the Do min ion’s Of fice.) 
125PANL, GN38, S5-1-3 (PU 17-44), Re port of Dr. D.G. Sinclair, As sis tant Dep uty Min is -
ter of Mines for On tario on Mining Op er a tions in New found land, cir cu lated 29 Jan u ary 
1944. 
126PANL, GN38, S5-1-3 (PU 17-44), D.G. Sinclair to Claude K. Howse, 27 Oc to ber 1943. 



FLUORSPAR MINES 137 

at the same time signed its first agree ment with the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion. In 
ad di tion to some mod er ate wage in creases, both agree ments con tained clauses 
deal ing with health and safety and with med i cal ser vices. They called for the ap -
point ment of one or more em ploy ees, cho sen by the com pany on the ba sis of their 
compe tence, to be “re spon si ble at all times that the mines were safe for the men to 
work.” Both com pa nies also agreed “in prin ci ple” with the need for a qual i fied 
doctor in the com mu nity and pledged to co op er ate in se cur ing one on a per ma nent, 
sta ble ba sis.128 Two phy si cians came to St. Law rence un der this ar range ment, but 
nei ther stayed more than a few months, and health fa cil ities re mained woe fully in -
ad e quate. 

That the union’s ef forts with respect to health and safety did not reach the level 
of in ten sity that marked the early war years may be at trib ut able to a num ber of fac -
tors. It is pos si ble that ris ing wages had tem po rarily off set con cerns over health 
risks somewhat, though there is no di rect evi dence of that.129 It is also pos si ble that, 
iron i cally, the evo lu tion of a mod ern in dus trial re la tions sys tem, typ i fied by the es -
tab lish ment of collec tive agree ments, had in fact un der cut workers’ power to pro -
test by shift ing the is sue of oc cu pa tional health to an arena de fined by strict rules 
regard ing what is a le git i mate sub ject of col lec tive bar gain ing and un der what con -
ditions a job ac tion is sanctioned. This has been cited as one of the rea sons that, 
while occu pa tional health is of ten an im por tant con cern for work ers and an im por -
tant labour re lations mat ter, it sel dom emerges as an explicit issue in such forums as 
col lec tive bar gain ing and sanc tioned strikes.130 

Per haps the main con trib u tor to the un ion’s in abil ity or un willing ness to con -
tinue and in tensify the bat tle, how ever, was in dus try de cline and its ef fect on la bour 

127PANL, GN38, S5-1-3 (PU 17-44), Mem o ran dum from Sir Wilfrid Woods, cir cu lated to 
the Commission of Government, 29 January 1944. 
128SLMMM, Agree ment be tween St. Law rence Cor po ra tion of New found land Limited and 
St. Law rence Workers’ Pro tec tive Un ion, 10 May 1944; and SLMMM; and Agree ment be -
tween New found land Fluorspar Limited and St. Law rence Workers’ Pro tec tive Un ion, 12 
May 1944. The com pa nies agreed to con trib ute to the fi nan cial main te nance of a doc tor to an 
amount not ex ceed ing 75 cents per month for each em ployee on the pay roll, pro vided that 
“the bal ance of the amount nec es sary is se cured,” mean ing that nei ther com pany would be 
re quired to con trib ute its share if not enough money had been con trib uted from other sources 
to make up the full amount. 
129The re la tion ship be tween health and safety and work ers’ other pri or i ties is a highly com -
plex one, as it points to the ba sic ques tion of why work ers per form jobs they sus pect or know 
to be dan ger ous. See Pe ter Dorman, Markets and Mortality: Economics, Dangerous Work 
and the Value of Hu man Life (Cam bridge 1996), 11-31. 
130Rea sons, Ross, and Patterson, As sault on the Worker, 239-42, for ex am ple, notes that 
nearly all re corded dis putes over work place health are short in du ra tion and take the form of 
wild cats and other un of fi cial job ac tions. While this is sue has not been ex plored in de tail, a 
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re la tions. Both min ing com pa nies had ex panded op er a tions con sid er ably fol low -
ing the 1941 dis pute, as de mand for fluorspar con tin ued to grow. By 1943, the 
mines had a com bined workforce of about 700. Early in 1944, however, a de cline in 
pro duc tion at the Arvida plant led to re duced de mand for fluorspar.131 Newfluor 
began lay ing off work ers and by March 1944, its workforce was down to less than 
200, com pared to a peak of 350 at one point in 1943.132 By Janu ary 1945, Newfluor 
em ployed just 80 work ers, and by the end of the war oper a tions had ceased en-
tirely.133 The St. Law rence Corpo ra tion, mean while, had se cured markets in the 
United States and main tained a high level of pro duc tion un til 1944, ab sorb ing some 
of the displaced work ers from Newfluor.134 In the fall of 1944, how ever, that com -
pany also be gan cur tail ing produc tion, shut ting down two of its four mines.135 The 
decline contin ued through 1945, and by the end of that year the St. Lawrence Cor -
po ration em ployed just 150 men.136 

The ef fect of this in dus try de cline on la bour re la tions was not lost on one ob -
server, who re marked in 1944 that “the fact that jobs are not so plen ti ful as they 
were last year, is one of the main rea sons why there is not likely to be so much trou -
ble from now on....”137 In fact, by the end of the war the un ion was al ready mak ing 

fuller ex po si tion of the point can be found in Terence G. Ison, Occupational Health and 
Wild cat Strikes, Re search and Cur rent Is sues Se ries, No. 45 (Kingston 1979). 
131Af ter reach ing a re cord $290 mil lion in 1943, alu mi num sales de creased to $259 mil lion 
in 1944, and were pro jected to de crease fur ther in 1945, Litvak and Maule, Alcan Alu mi num 
Limited, 45, and af ter pro duc ing nearly 35,000 tons of alu mi num in 1943, the Arvida plant 
pro duced just over 30,000 in 1944, and about half that in 1945: Cote, Les Enjeux, 81. 
132SLMMM, List of men on Newfluor pay roll, 1943 and 1944. 
133PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for July to De -
cember 1945. 
134The com pany had en tered into an agree ment with the War Pro duc tion Board of the US 
De part ment of Na tional De fence, to sup ply fluorspar in ex change for fi nan cial as sis tance to 
ex pand the St. Law rence op er a tion. Wal ter M. Hiley, Mis cel la neous Min erals Di vi sion, War 
Pro duc tion Board, US De part ment of Na tional De fence, “Fluorspar Policies of the War Pro -
duc tion Board and Pre de ces sor Agencies, May 1940 to June 1945,” 5-13, un pub lished doc u -
ment in the pos ses sion of the au thor. 
135PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for Sep tem ber 
1944; and PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for Oc to -
ber 1944. 
136PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for July to De -
cember 1945. 
137PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for Jan u ary to 
June 1944. The sit u a tion at St. Law rence con trasted sharply with that across the is land at this 
time. Fol low ing a pe riod of rel a tive peace in 1942 and ‘43, in 1944 there was an other wave of 
strikes which saw over 2,000 work ers out for nearly 12,000 per son-days (ten times as many 
as the pre vi ous year). Kealey, “The His tory and Struc ture of the New found land La bour 
Movement,” 112. 
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conces sions on the few gains it had won, in cluding a 10 per cent re duc tion in 
wages.138 

The Leg acy of Ne glect 

The lack of re liable re cords — a fac tor com pounded by ab sence of med i cal fa cil i -
ties — makes it dif fi cult to de ter mine the ex act im pact of health haz ards dur ing this 
pe riod, yet there are in di ca tions that just a few years af ter the Trade Dis pute Board 
set tle ment work ers’ fears were be ginning to be borne out. For in stance, re gard ing 
un em ployed min ers seek ing re lief during the in dus try de cline near the end of the 
war, the local Re lieving Of fi cer made the sugges tive but unex plained re mark that, 
“In some cases it is ques tion able that some ap pli cants are re ally able-bodied but 
there is no way for them to se cure med i cal cer tif i cates.”139 Oral ev i dence in di cates 
that by the late 1940s it was clear that some thing was kill ing min ers, but un clear ex -
actly what.140 

In 1953 came the first of ficial con fir ma tion that a St. Lawrence miner had died 
of sil i co sis.141 The open ing of a hospi tal in the com mu nity in 1955 helped con firm 
fur ther such cases.142 Of fi cial ac knowl edge ment of the pres ence of sil i co sis 
spurred a pe riod of in tense union lob bying, cor po rate ma noeuv ring and gov ern -
ment pro cras ti na tion, much of it cen tred on the ques tion of work ers’ com pensa tion 
cover age. While a new Act had been es tab lished once New found land joined the 
Ca na dian con fed er a tion in 1949, it only ex tended to dis abil i ties or deaths oc cur ring 
after the in tro duction of the Act. 

When a sys tem atic study of dust con cen tra tions was finally un der taken in 
1957, it re vealed danger ously high lev els of dust at the Di rector mine, ow ing 
largely to sub stan dard min ing prac tices, in ad e quate ven ti la tion, and the in tense 
speed of pro duc tion.143 The mines of the St. Law rence Cor po ration were all but 
shut down by this time due to the loss of its Amer i can mar ket. They would close for 
good in 1962, but there is lit tle rea son to be lieve con di tions would not have been as 
bad or worse there. 

138PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for July to De -
cember, 1945. 
139PANL, GN38, S2-5-2, Re port of the Ranger, St. Law rence De tach ment, for July to De -
cember, 1945. 
140As one for mer miner put it, dur ing the 1940s “we knew peo ple were dy ing but we did n’t 
know what they were dy ing from.” In ter view with Ed Ryan, St. Law rence, New found land, 7 
Feb ru ary 2000, con ducted by the au thor. 
141New found land, De part ment of Mines and Re sources, An nual Re port for the Year Ended 
31 March 1954 (St. John’s 1955). 
142This hos pi tal was a gift from the gov ern ment of the United States to the peo ple of St. Law -
rence and the nearby com mu nity of Lawn, in grat i tude for their ef forts in res cu ing Amer i can 
sail ors ship wrecked in the area in 1942. 
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While dust levels explained the pres ence of sil ico sis, it did not ex plain an ap -
parently high incidence of lung and other re spira tory cancers that began to sur face 
dur ing the 1950s. Tests carried out in 1959 confirmed that ra don gas, ap par ently 
from an ad ja cent uranium de posit, had been en ter ing the mines through groundwa -
ter (the same water min ers had been drink ing for years), lead ing to the build-up of 
radi a tion in the un derground, a haz ard ren dered es pe cially le thal by the al most 
com plete ab sence of ven ti la tion.144 In ad dition to explain ing the causes of the dis -
eases that had been rav aging min ers over the years, these dust and ra dia tion stud ies 
re vealed the in ef fec tive ness of the new mine safety leg is la tion and in spec tion ser -
vice that had been es tab lished af ter con fed er a tion — mea sures that were use less be -
cause they were sim ply not en forced. 

In ves ti ga tions be gun in 1960 in di cate a tragic his tory of neg li gence: up to 1960 
there were 22 confirmed deaths from sil i co sis. Of these, ten were from the pre-1950 
period, an in di cation of the ef fects of dry-drilling and other hazards in the early 
years of min ing. In ad di tion, 26 min ers died from lung can cer and can cers of other 
parts of the re spi ra tory sys tem, such as the tra chea. The rate of death from lung can -
cer among St. Law rence min ers was nearly 29 times the pro vin cial av er age, and the 
av er age age of death for lung can cer vic tims was 46 years old.145 

Im prove ments in ven ti la tion and other mea sures al le vi ated haz ards some what 
from the early 1960s onward. Ear lier expo sures nev ertheless con tin ued to take a 
toll. A Royal Com mis sion es tab lished to in ves ti gate in dus trial dis ease and work -
ers’ com pensa tion at St. Law rence in 1967 noted that up to that time 25 min ers had 
died from sil i co sis and 51 from respi ra tory can cers. The re port of the Royal Com -
mis sion also pointed out that 21 miners had died from cancer of the stom ach and 
other parts of the diges tive sys tem, and that the aver age age of death from these dis -
eases among St. Law rence min ers was con sid er ably lower than the pro vin cial av er -
age, sug gest ing “an as yet un rec og nized as pect of oc cu pa tional ex po sure.”146 A 
patho log i cal con nec tion was never de fin i tively es tab lished. It none the less seems 

143J. P. Windish and H.P. San der son, Dust Haz ards in the Mines of New found land: I. New -
found land Fluorspar Limited, St. Law rence, New found land (Ot tawa 1958). 
144J.P. Windish, Health Haz ards in the Mines of New found land: III. Ra di a tion Levels in the 
Work ings of New found land Fluorspar Limited, St. Law rence, New found land (Ot tawa 
1960). The few por tions of the St. Law rence Cor po ra tion mines still ac ces si ble at this time 
were also tested and found to con tain dan ger ously high lev els of ra di a tion: SLMMM, James 
McGrath, Min is ter of Health, Gov ern ment of New found land, to Turpin, 4 March 1960; and 
“Can cer Trag edy Deadly Mys tery in New found land,” 12 March 1960, 41. 
145A.J. de Villiers and J.P. Windish, “Lung Can cer in a Fluorspar Mining Com mu nity: Ra -
di a tion, Dust and Mor tal ity Ex pe ri ence, British Journal of Industrial Medicine, 21 (1964), 
94-109. 
146Fintan Ay lward, Report of the Royal Commission Respecting Radiation, Compensation 
and Safety at the Fluorspar Mines, St. Law rence, New found land (St. John’s 1969), 136-7. 
147H. Mor ri son, The Mor tal ity Ex pe ri ence of a Group of New found land Fluorspar Miners 
Ex posed to the Rn Prog eny (Ot tawa 1988) 45, 52. H. Mor ri son, The Mor tal ity Ex pe ri ence of 
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Photo of the St. Law rence cem e tery with Me morial Miners’ Mu seum in the back ground, 
Rich ard Ren nie. The light on the rep lica miner’s hat atop the mu seum shines into the cem e -
tery at night 

plau si ble that the in ci dence of di ges tive can cers was re lated to years of con sump -
tion of ra don-contaminated water. By 1988, a decade af ter Newfluor shut down op -
era tions and left town, the of ficial fig ures were 28 deaths from sil ico sis and other 
respi ra tory dis eases and 189 from lung and other types of cancer.147 

Con clu sion 

An anal y sis of the period from 1933 to 1945 dem on strates that well be fore con fir -
mation of the fact, work ers at St. Lawrence believed con di tions in the mines were 
having a se ri ous im pact on their health, and fought to have those fears acknowl -
edged and ad dressed. The pe riod from 1939 to 1942 emerges as a pivotal one in this 
strug gle. Through out this pe riod, in clud ing in their tes ti mony re gard ing the rea sons 
for the work stoppage in 1940, in their lob by ing ef forts and job ac tions dur ing 

a Group of New found land Fluorspar Miners Ex posed to the Rn Prog eny (Ot tawa 1988), 45, 
52. It should be noted that the ac tual num ber of deaths may be higher, as oth ers might have 
been misdiagnosed or their con di tions not of fi cially linked to their oc cu pa tions, es pe cially 
dur ing the first few de cades of min ing. In ad di tion, a Brit ish-based com pany known as 
Minworth re opened one shaft in 1983 and op er ated in a small-scale, hap haz ard fash ion be -
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1941, and in their insis tence that occu pa tional health con cerns be ad dressed by the 
Trade Dis pute Board, work ers re peat edly de manded ac tion on their health con -
cerns. In all in stances, how ever, those con cerns were ig nored or downplayed by 
gov ern ment and cor po rate in ter ests who sought to push them off the la bour re la -
tions agenda. The ac tions of the Trade Dispute Board stand out as an espe cially 
strik ing in stance among a se ries of ne glected op por tu ni ties to cur tail some what the 
im pend ing di sas ter. 

De vel op ments dur ing this pe riod also il lus trate the many forces that de ter mine 
the abil ity of workers to con front and re duce those haz ards, and the response of em -
ploy ers and the state to that challenge. Dur ing the 1930s, com plete de pend ence on 
the em ployer com bined with gov ern ment pol icy in a num ber of ar eas left workers 
pow er less to re sist the sta tus quo on any work place is sue. With the out break of war, 
how ever, changes in the eco nomic and in dus trial cli mate em pow ered workers to 
mount a col lec tive chal lenge. Dur ing the last few years of the war the bal ance of 
power ap par ently shifted once again, and work ers were left cling ing to the few con -
ces sions they had man aged to gain. The re sponse to work ers’ ac tions over this pe -
riod was also shaped largely by eco nomic and in dus trial change. Dur ing the 1930s, 
the em ployer and state were un der no com pul sion to re spond to work ers’ de mands, 
but came under in creas ing pressure to do so throughout the early years of the war 
with in creas ing mar ket de mand for a vi tal prod uct com bined with mount ing la bour 
un rest. With in dus try de cline dur ing 1943-44, this pres sure was once again re -
lieved. 

Ul ti mately, the suc cess of ef forts by St. Law rence work ers to have their health 
concerns ad dressed was lim ited by a num ber of fac tors, in cluding the over riding fo -
cus on short-term goals such as maintain ing pro duc tion, an in abil ity or un will ing -
ness to de ter mine the ex act na ture of the hazard in question, and the state’s 
lassez-faire atti tude to occu pa tional health and safety. None the less, this highlights 
the im por tance of view ing oc cu pa tional health and safety strug gles within the 
wider eco nomic, po lit i cal, and social con text. It also un derscores those as pects of 
occu pa tional health that make it a distinctly com plex and prob lem atic la bour re la -
tions is sue. Per haps most im por tantly, a study of the or i gins of this in dus trial di sas -
ter dem on strates that while work ers at St. Law rence were vic tims, they were 
nei ther pas sive nor un know ing. Rather, their knowl edge was ignored and de val ued 
and their ac tions un derm ined by cor po rate and po liti cal inter ests whose goals were 
widely di ver gent from and even con tra dic tory to those of the work ers. 
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