
	 In 1934, she made an unsuccessful bid for civic office.  She served for 12 
years – nine of these as chair – on the Civic Charities Endorsement Bureau.
	 In the mid-1930s, she emerged as spokesperson for the Home and 
Property Owners Association, regularly offering public commentary, 
including opposing a new pension plan for teachers.
	 In November 1941, the Free Press profiled aldermanic candidates 
including Jessie Kirk and Stanley Knowles in Ward Two. Kirk was profiled 
as a former member of Council, and a former board member of the 
Winnipeg General Hospital. Her bid was not successful.
	 An activist and politician, Jessie Kirk is yet another example of 
progressive women active in Winnipeg during and after the General 
Strike. She died in Winnipeg on December 2, 1965, at 88 years of age. 

The Winnipeg Evening Tribune, December 6, 1920
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JAMES MALCOLM CARRUTHERS
— section d2 (2219) —

t

james carruthers was born in Quebec in 1872 and he arrived 
in Winnipeg in 1900. In 1904, he and a partner founded the Crescent 
Creamery Company – one of Winnipeg’s oldest and largest creameries, 
employing over 300 workers.
	 Carruthers was a leading businessman in the city. He attended a 
pivotal meeting between labour and business leaders convened by Mayor 
Charles Gray at City Hall May 15, 1919.

	 The meeting was called to deal with the issue of the cancellation of 
milk and bread deliveries. Out of this meeting emerged an agreement for 
workers delivering milk and bread to be issued cards indicating they were 
not strike breakers. The well-known cards read, “Permitted By Authority 
of the Strike Committee.”
	 Norman Penner, in Winnipeg 1919 – The Strikers’ Own History of the 
Winnipeg General Strike, said on this point:

       	It was at this meeting that the cards were first discussed, and at 
	 the instigation of the Manager of the Crescent Creamery Co., 
	 Mr. JM Carruthers, it was decided that the general public and strikers 
	 would know that these employees were not scabbing, but discharging 
	 a very necessary duty at the request and with the sanction of their 
	 fellow workers.

Following this meeting the cards generated tremendous controversy. The 
most vocal leaders of the business community argued they proved Labour 
was attempting to take over governmental authority in Winnipeg.
	 During the trials of the strike leaders, Carruthers denied that the 
cards were, in fact, his own idea. His actual role is not clear. What is 
known is that the Citizens’ Committee used the cards to argue that a 



Bolshevik uprising of sorts was occurring in Winnipeg.
	 History has refuted this rhetoric, but this was well after the strike. 
Tom Mitchell and Reinhold Kramer in the 2010 book, When the State 
Trembled, took a different position on this question of the origins of 
the cards.
	 What is clear is that a consensus of all present emerged at the May 15 
meeting.  Through Strike Bulletin No. 5, May 22, 1919, the Central Strike 
Committee explained that the cards were intended to protect workers 
who undertook agreed-upon essential services.
	 Trades and Labor Council President James Winning clarified the 
cards and their wording in his testimony before the Robson Commission. 
He testified that he and Bob Russell attended the City Hall meeting at 5 pm 
on day one of the strike, as quoted in the Free Press. He said:

	 In order to get the cards printed, the witness (Winning), Mr. Russell 
	 and Mr. Veitch (Harry Veitch of the Typographical Union) went up to 
	 the printing establishment of the latter’s and set up the type themselves.  
	 The printers on strike would not work even for the strike committee.  
	 They made up the wording as they set it up and when finished they 
	 printed the cards themselves….

	 “The wording of those cards was purely accident,” said Mr. Winning, 
“and there was certainly no ulterior motive behind either the cards or the 
wording.”
	 Commissioner Robson found Winning a very credible witness. The 
cards were a practical solution to a practical problem.
	 Carruthers retired in 1933 and died in Winnipeg on February 4, 1947.



AFTERMATH OF THE GENERAL STRIKE

the general strike ended with the building and metal trades 
workers not achieving their collective bargaining goals.

A total of 11 strike leaders faced charges. Two were acquitted, charges 
against one were dropped and the remaining eight received sentences 
between six months and two years. Nonetheless, the leaders retained 
widespread public support and a number of them enjoyed long and 
distinguished political careers.

Many workers lost their jobs. Although the One Big Union (OBU) project 
continued, it never truly succeeded in Western Canada. By 1956, the 
last OBU units were merged into affiliates of the new Canadian Labour 
Congress.

A Royal Commission (The Robson Commission) was struck by the 
provincial government in the days after the General Strike. The final 
report was sent to the government in November 1919, but it was not 
released publicly until March 1920, after the trials of the strike leaders.

The report rejected the notion that the General Strike stood for a 
Bolshevik uprising intent on overthrowing the state. Commissioner 
Robson found that the Strike was the result of “…the high cost of living, 
inadequate wages, (and wartime) profiteering.”

In the decades since the strike, history has agreed with this view. 

For the workers of the day, the Strike resulted in a difficult setback. The 
full force of the state was brought to bear upon them.

Journalist and historian, James H Gray, wrote in his classic work The 
Winter Years (Macmillan of Canada, 1966):

	 �No strike so big and comprehensive ever happened before in Canada 
and it has never been equaled since. It set trade unionism back 
twenty-five years….



The ultimate significance of the General Strike lies within its size, scope 
and duration. The grievances of workers were real and struck a chord 
beyond the trade union movement itself. Collective bargaining rights 
were viewed by a large portion of the population as an appropriate vehicle 
for a better life for working families. The General Strike also contributed 
to widespread support for better housing, health care and sanitation 
services; support which did not end with the strike itself.

The courage, resolve and ultimate legacy of the 1919 strikers is captured 
in the words on a plaque that was unveiled in the Manitoba legislature in 
June 1994, on the 75th anniversary of the General Strike:

THE 1919 WINNIPEG GENERAL STRIKE

On May 15, 1919, some 30,000 workers in the City of 
Winnipeg went on strike in support of Building and 



Metal Trades workers, who had walked out seeking 
union recognition, collective bargaining, higher wages 
and a shorter work week.

The Winnipeg General Strike was widely reported 
throughout North America and the British Empire, and 
was a watershed event in Canadian labour history. The 
General Strike concluded at 11:00 am on June 26, 1919.

In the years since the strike the Province of Manitoba 
has enacted legislation which recognizes workers’ rights 
to participate in free collective bargaining, to organize 
and to healthy and safe workplaces.

�This plaque commemorates the 75th anniversary of the 1919 
Winnipeg General Strike, a landmark in Canadian history.

Demonstration in support of the strike leaders on trial, Labour Day, September 1919
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