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of the

Vancouver & District
Labour Council
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On November 21, 1889, a group of trade unionists met and joined together
in what would become the Vancouver & District Labour Council,

After 125 years, the VDLC continues to fight for
human and economic rights for all.

Thank you for standing with us.
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Vancouver & District Labour Council

Celebrates 125" Anniversary

November 21, 2014 marks the 125th anniversary of the Vancouver and
District Labour Council. Originally known as the Vancouver Trades and
Labor Council, the organization grew out of a meeting held on this day in
1889, when members from a number of prominent unions, including the
Knights of Labor, the International Typographical Union, and the
Amalgamated Carpenters’ Union, came together in Sullivan Hall on West
Cordova, between Abbott and Carroll Street.
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Printers’ Union recorded that it bk
was “resolved that the secretary “ R
of this meeting do request all
labor societies in the city to elect
delegates a meeting to be held
December 5 for the purpose of
forming a trades and labor
council for the city of Vancouver
to take into consideration the
nine hour movement and other matters
pertaining to the welfare of working
men.”

Fifteen days later the
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The City of Vancouver was only three years old in 1889
but growing rapidly. For perspective, the same year the
Labour Council formed, 1889, also saw the establishment
of Vancouver’s Fire Department, the street railways, and
the first hospital. The population was about 10,000.




Located on the unceded territories
of the Musqueam, Tsleil-
wauthuth, and Squamish First
Nations, the first settlement by
non-Indigenous peoples in the
area that became known as
Vancouver began in 1862. Up
until that point, newcomers
passed by the area on their way to
earlier settlements such as
Victoria and New Westminster.
Once settlement in the area did
start, the population grew
quickly, particularly with the slowing of the Cariboo Gold Rush, starting in
1863.

View from the top of the Hotel Vancouver 1889

As industry and capitalism grew
in the then colony of British

Sailing steam ship at Hastings MillicI3ig Columbia, so too did the labour

_.r,—,——‘ - movement. By 1863, unions were

| : . already active in British Columbia,

— . 5 ot - as they were elsewhere, part of an
\ ' X ‘ "i-'.i\.:!n:.ﬂ‘— ' international yet localized

: . : movement. Miners were

organizing on Vancouver Island.
{ } - : ] Bakers were also organizing, as
’ ' ' were printers and shipwrights.

Although there were different issues at hand, one of the unifying struggles
for workers was the fight for the 9-hour day, which later transitioned into
an 8-hour a day movement. Some jobs required 12 hours of work, if not
more, for very low wages. Not only were workers receiving only a fraction
of the wealth they helped create, but also they were exposed to unsafe
working conditions as part of the process.

Joining a union was one part of the response, but so too was coming
together as the Vancouver Trades and Labor Council allowing an even more
powerful and unified voice to emerge.



Since its inception, the Labour
Council has tackled many issues.
In addition to the fight for the
shorter workday, in the early years
efforts went to lobbying for free
libraries and night schools for
working people. The Council also
fought to keep public spaces
i — accessible to all, not only for the
wealthy and elite, something that continues to spark discussion. Two
notable campaigns around this issue connected with keeping English Bay
open for all and the creation of the Cambie Street grounds, earlier an
unofficial “people’s park”.

Cambie Street grounds

Early defenders of working women, the Labour Council spoke up in 1902
about problems with unequal pay between men and women. These pay
differences appeared in all occupations. One case where the Council
intervened was with a hat-making company that was paying women $1 a
week while men doing the same job were paid $10 to $15 per week, a
significant gap in pay.

There were also efforts to organize women and occupations where women
were concentrated, such as telephone operators. However, this did not
necessarily mean that the Council advocated in all ways for the advancement
of women’s economic rights. At a 1913 meeting a motion was presented, and
later endorsed, that women be forbidden from working in foundries because
“we consider such labor for women is physically, mentally, and in every way
detrimental to the sex and consequently to the race.”

One of the unions that did have members
that were women was the Tailors’ Union,;
suffragist, tailor, and working-class
organizer Helena Gutteridge was a
member. Helena later became the first
woman on the Labour Council in the
1910s, acting for a time as Secretary-
Treasurer. However, during this time
women regularly appeared and
participated in VITLC meetings and spoke out about women’s experiences,
such as to women’s societies and more formalized presentations to the
Minister of Labour.




The Labour Council also
holds long-standing ties
with war resistance and

the peace movement.
During World War I, the
Council came out against
conscription, articulating

an international
perspective that involved
analysis of war as leading
working-class men to
fight each other in the 1 A ;
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always fall on supportive ears. After draft resister and labour activist
Ginger Goodwin was shot on Vancouver Island, a general strike was called
in Vancouver. In the midst of the one day strike, approximately 300 recent
war vets swarmed the Labor Temple, located at 411 Dunsmuir. They
destroyed records and dangled VTLC Secretary Victor Midgely from a second
floor window. He was pulled back in after agreeing to kiss the Union Jack.

From that time to present day, the Council has participated in and led efforts
against militarism, including actions against the Vietnam War, working
with community to create the End the Arms Race Coalition in the 1980s and
in more recent years support efforts to promote a global vision of equity,
justice, and peace.
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While there is much to celebrate, it is important to acknowledge historical
missteps by the Labour Council.

When thousands marched on Vancouver City Hall in 1907 calling for a
“white Canada” the Council and the rest of the labour movement were at the
forefront. Indeed, all 58 of the city’s white-only trade unions supported the
rally organized by the Asiatic Exclusion League, even after it turned violent.

The mob advanced from City Hall to Chinatown, vandalizing property and
smashing windows. They then moved into Japantown, a few blocks over,
where Japanese Canadians and other residents had enough warning to arm
themselves with clubs and bottles and were able to turn them back.

Although some trade unionists spoke out against racism even the Knights of
Labor, known elsewhere for their mobilizing of all workers, regardless of
race or gender, advocated Asian exclusion on the West Coast.

These attitudes did not change immediately and sometimes took incremental
steps. For example,
in 1926, the Council
welcomed  Japanese
Camp and  Mill
Workers’ Union as
affiliates, but actual
integration was not
part of the plan.

Since these earlier
years, the Labour
Council has actively
worked t o
acknowledge and
move beyond divisive
perspectives to participate in anti-racist struggles. In 1960, the Council
affirmed support for Human Rights and formally took a position against
apartheid and racism in South Africa.

In 1990 the Council took a position recognizing the importance of land
claims and rights informing the Mohawk-led resistance in Oka and many
related struggles since that point.
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Office of the Mayor
CI1TY OF VANCOUVER

Proclamation

The Vancouver Trades and Labour Council, now known as the
Vancouver and District Labour Council, was formed during a
meeting of trade unionists held November 21, 1889 at Sullivan
Hall on West Cordova Street; and

The VDLC is celebrating its 125th Anniversary; and

Throughout its history, the VDLC has brought Vancouver area
trade unionists together to improved working conditions and
labour rights, to engage in political activism, and to advocated for
progressive social policy; and -

The VDLC has also taken steps to build solidarity with
communities who have suffered discrimination and have
historically been excluded from the labour movement; and

In 2014, the VDLC is now one of the oldest and largest labour
councils in Canada, and continues to provide a strong and
effective voice for the labour movement in our region,

NOW THEREFORE,

I, Gregor Robertson, Mayor of the City of Vancouver,
DO HEREBY PROCLAIM, Friday, November 21st, 2014 as

“VANCOUVER AND DISTRICT LABOUR COUNCIL

125TH ANNIVERSARY DAY”
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Thank you to everyone who has served with the
Vancouver and District Labour Council over the
past 125 years as delegates, executive, and staff.

It is because of the dedication to social and

economic justice that you each possess, that the
VDLC is what it is today.

In solidarity,
Your sisters and brothers at the VDLC.
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