ATT 2 

Spreading the Blame: Documents Arguing Who Was to Blame for Regina Riot

Document #1:The first document is taken, verbatim, from the Encyclopedia of Saskatchewan: http://esask.uregina.ca/entry/on-to-ottawa_trek_and_the_regina_riot.html.

On-to-Ottawa Trek and the Regina Riot

In October 1932, Ottawa finally accepted responsibility for the single, homeless unemployed roaming the country in search of work and established a national system of camps under the auspices of the Department of National Defense (DND). The men were fed, clothed, sheltered and paid 20¢ per day in exchange for their labour on various make-work projects. Although the scheme was universally applauded at the beginning, it did not take long for the camps to become the focus of disillusionment and discontent, especially since Conservative Prime Minister R.B. Bennett seemed to place greater importance on where the men were, as opposed to what they were doing. In April 1935, hundreds of disgruntled men walked out of DND relief camps throughout British Columbia and descended on Vancouver in a bold attempt to reverse their dead-end lives and secure some meaningful employment. But no level of government wanted to help the men—least of all the federal government, which believed that the Communist Party of Canada had orchestrated the protest. Eventually, the relief camp strikers decided to go to Ottawa and present their grievances directly to the Prime Minister.

An estimated 1,000 On-to-Ottawa trekkers left Vancouver by freight train in early June 1935. No one expected the men to survive the trip through the mountains; but the same kind of organizing zeal that had kept the strike going in Vancouver gave the trek a seemingly unstoppable momentum as it headed across the prairies. After the trek had left Calgary, picking up more recruits, the federal Minister of Justice publicly branded the trek a Communist plot and announced that the RCMP would stop the unlawful movement in Regina. Saskatchewan Premier J.T. Gardiner was infuriated by the federal order to dump the men on the doorsteps of the provincial capital like unwanted waifs; he also predicted that the massing of the mounted police could only lead to riot. But Gardiner’s ranting and hand-wringing were dismissed as partisan theatrics, and all the Saskatchewan government could do was prepare for the arrival of the trek, now numbering an estimated 2,000 men, in the early morning hours of June 14.

The much-anticipated Regina showdown turned into a prolonged stalemate between the trekkers and the police, lasting over two weeks. On June 17, two federal Cabinet ministers met with the trek leaders in Regina, and after failing to reach any kind of agreement invited them to send a delegation to Ottawa to deal directly with the Prime Minister. But instead of resolving the standoff, the Ottawa meeting degenerated into a shouting match between Bennett and trek leader Arthur “Slim” Evans. The trekkers refused to give up, however, and tried to send a group of men eastward by car and truck on June 27—only to have the convoy intercepted by the mounted police. With no way out of Regina, and with their own funds exhausted, the trekkers decided to end the trek and return to the West Coast. Ottawa insisted, however, that the men had to disband on federal terms, that is, go to a nearby holding facility at Lumsden where they would be processed.

Sensing the Lumsden camp was a trap, the trek leadership turned to the Gardiner government for assistance on the afternoon of July 1, the Dominion Day holiday. Later that evening, while the provincial Cabinet was meeting to discuss the trekkers’ request, the RCMP, with the support of the Regina City Police, decided to execute arrest warrants for the trek leaders at a public rally at Market Square. The mounted police could easily have made the arrests at any time during the day, but with clubs and tear gas at the ready, they chose to pluck the men from a peaceful fund-raising meeting. Not unexpectedly, the raid quickly degenerated into a pitched battle between the police, trekkers and citizens, which spilled over into the streets of downtown Regina. Order was restored early the next day, but only after the city police had fired directly into a crowd of rioters. The toll was two dead—not one, as usually reported—and hundreds injured, as well as tens of thousands of dollars of damage to downtown Regina. A provincial commission, which included former Premier William Martin, later blamed the trekkers for the riot while completely exonerating the police. The new Liberal government in Ottawa, meanwhile, insisted that its hands were tied by the findings of the Saskatchewan commission and refused to do anything further.

Bill Waiser

Document #2: These next passages are first hand accounts by trekkers of the On to Ottawa Trek telling how the Riot started.  They are from Barry Broadfoot, Ten Lost Years: 1929-1939.  Memories of Canadians Who Survived the Depression.  Toronto: Doubleday, 1973.

The Regina Riot: One View

“I wouldn’t say it was a riot, not at first.  We were behaving peaceably enough there in Regina, and then the police on one side and the Mounties on the other started to pull the guys, our speakers, off the platform.  There was whistles blowing and horses charging and you could say it was the police doing the rioting, clubbing and charging.  We took it for a few minutes and then we let go, against them….


…It began for me after I’d been in a relief camp at Deroche which was about 50 miles up the Fraser Valley from Vancouver.  We got bed and blankets, meals, tobacco and 20 cents a day.  Not even two bits.  Twenty cents a day to buy luxuries.  The camp was lousy and the food was lousy.  Oh, it was good enough food, I guess, but it was cooked so bad, in the same pots, not cleaned, day after day.  There was fights over the smallest things, like a game of checkers and whose move it was, and the Reds, the Communists were everywhere.  Whenever there was trouble beginning, they had been there before to start it or had their hats off fanning the flames.  They were easy to spot, in fact, as I recall, they never made much of a try at saying they weren’t.  Most of them came from the Old Country….


…As I recall we were going to have a mass meeting in the Market Square in Regina.  We’d been sleeping on the ground and getting handouts and hanging around town for more than 10 days, two weeks and some of the boys had gotten into a little trouble, some stealing, theft by night, that sort of thing, and the locals weren’t all that kindly disposed towards us.


Bennett ordered that Evans and his boys were to be arrested at the meeting.  That was on Dominion Day.  It was a stupid thing, but just about everything you care to name which the government did in those days was stupid.  Well, as soon as the meeting got going they jumped us.  I don’t think our boys had any guns but the police sure as hell did, and they were using them….”

The Regina Riot: Second View

“I always thought the Regina Riot was what you would today call a snow job.  A police riot, against us, the trekkers, and believe you me when I say an awful lot of those smashed windows and stolen goods were the work of good Regina citizens.  I know.  I saw them.  Men in good clothes who weren’t with our bunch who came out from Vancouver and so I can say, those guys that did the looting were a lot of Regina people.  Well, mostly.


Look, look at it this way.  We were disciplined.  Art Evans told us it had to be this way, that being polite and organized and neat even in our old duds was the way to gain public support, and we’d got it all along the line.  Suppose a trekker was found with a pen and pencil set or a wrist watch or something in his pocket.  Well, they would have thrown the key away.  Five, eight, ten years.  Looting was the worst crime against property and you know what property was in those days….


…I’m sorry the policeman was killed and some of our boys got arrested and it made a lot of noise across the country but as I said, it was a snow job.  Old R.B. Bennett wanted a showdown and he got it, piling all those cops into vans and banging them into the square.  Guns were firing.  Guess who had the guns?  He wanted to discredit the trek and he did.  Oh, yes, he succeeded.  We were, in the eyes of a lot of people, just a bunch of Reds.  Carrying the card.  It wasn’t like that at all.  We were just a bunch of ordinary guys, but Bennett stuck the label on us and it stuck.  He did a lot of harm that day, that guy.”
Document #3: The following document is an article written by Bill Waiser for the Beaver.  Aug/Sept. 2003, Vol. 83 Issue 4, p26: 

<A href="http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rch&AN=10546969&site=src-live">Victim No. 2.</A>  

Victim No. 2

Two men died in the 1935 Regina Riot. But the official toll was one. Some people thought it should stay that way.

When a thousand striking relief camp workers clambered aboard freight trains in Vancouver in early June 1935 to take their demand for "work and wages" directly to Ottawa, few realized that their trip would acquire a momentum and symbolism that went well beyond a simple regional protest movement. In fact, many believed that the On-to-Ottawa Trek was a crazy stunt and that the resolve of the men would melt away like the snow in the Interior mountains.

But once the men reached southern Alberta and rolled toward Saskatchewan, picking up new recruits at every stop along the way, the trek had come to epitomize all that was wrong with the federal government's handling of the single, homeless unemployed during the Depression. Here were hundreds of young men, many still in their teens, headed to Ottawa to try to secure a living wage and decent working conditions.

Prime Minister R.B. Bennett had initially announced that his Conservative government would not interfere with the men, but simply watch from the sidelines. But as the trek headed east from Calgary, he hurriedly began to make plans to bring it to an end. Indeed, a sense of urgency now informed Ottawa's response. Not only had the ranks of the trekkers swollen to fifteen hundred because of a number of new recruits from Alberta, but hundreds more were expected to join in Winnipeg.

The federal government consequently turned to the Canadian Pacific and Canadian National railways, which had willingly been transporting the men, and secured their cooperation. On June 12, the day the trek entered Saskatchewan, Ottawa's plan was in place: the railways would complain that the men were trespassing on their trains, and in response to their plea for federal help, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police would stop the unlawful movement at Regina.

The trekkers reached the Saskatchewan capital on June 15 and for the next two weeks, they played a dangerous game of brinkmanship with the mounted police, each daring the other to make the first move. By the end of June, however, the men grudgingly conceded that there was no way out of Regina and that it would be foolhardy to engage the Mounties.

Ending the impasse, though, proved equally elusive. The Bennett government insisted that the trek be disbanded on its terms--through a special holding facility on the outskirts of the city. But when the men balked at the proposal, seeing it as a trap, the RCMP, with the assistance of the Regina City Police, decided to pluck the leaders from a peaceful public rally at Market Square on Dominion Day.

The raid quickly degenerated into a pitched battle between the police and trekkers and citizens, which spilled over into the streets of downtown Regina. Order was not restored until the early hours of the next day, but only after the city police had fired their guns directly into a crowd of rioters.

The official death toll of the Regina Riot was one. Detective Charles Millar of the Regina City Police died from massive head injuries when struck by a large, blunt instrument, most likely a piece of cordwood, during the fighting in Market Square. But there was a second death that the RCMP attempted to cover up.

On June 19, 1935, about two hundred men from the Department of National Defence relief camp at Dundurn, just south of Saskatoon, joined the trek in Regina. Among them was fifty-two-year-old Nicklas John (Nick) Schaack, a widowed farm hand from Watertown, South Dakota, who had lived in Saskatchewan since 1910.

Nick was one of the rioters during the Dominion Day melee. He was forcibly subdued in a vacant lot in downtown Regina and taken to the guard room at the RCMP Training Depot, where he was placed in the same cell with trek leader Arthur "Slim" Evans.

Schaack, according to Evans, was in "a very bad way." Lying semiconscious in the lower bunk, he had a swollen face, two split lips, and blood oozing from one ear. Corporal James Lyons, the provost in charge of the barracks cells, summoned the RCMP surgeon, Dr. Samuel Moore, who diagnosed a mild concussion and recommended the application of cold compresses. Moore visited Schaack several times throughout the night while attending to the injured Mounties in the base hospital.

By morning, Schaack had reportedly recovered. "He was not quite right," Corporal Lyons observed, "but he could get around. He didn't eat anything, but he had--he had some coffee." Schaack made a brief court appearance later that day and was then taken to the Regina jail.

Schaack's transfer to the barracks jail was a mistake--one that the Mounties later tried to deny. The RCMP insisted that the injured trekker in Evans's cell was Jack Wedin, another trekker who had been arrested in Market Square. But Wedin's name does not appear on the list of trekker prisoners who had been transferred to the Training Depot guard room the night of the riot. Instead, Wedin was sent directly to the General Hospital--but not Schaack, even though he was later remembered by another Mountie as having severe head injuries.

Schaack was committed to trial on July 11--ten days after the riot. The only witness at his preliminary hearing was Constable John Timmerman, the Mountie who had made the arrest. The constable testified that he had found Schaack, with a rock in each hand, near the RCMP town station and that he had struck him with his riding crop across the shoulders. "He went down almost immediately after I hit him," Timmerman told the court.

Schaack's bail hearing was scheduled for July 18, but by that date he was too ill to attend. His fate might have been gone unnoticed if not for the activities of a mothers' committee, part of the Citizens' Defence Committee established to help the imprisoned trekkers. Adopting the slogan, "A mother for every boy in jail and hospital," the committee paired women with the men awaiting trial or still recuperating in hospital, and arranged for visits every Sunday, complete with food hampers. It was during their first trip to the Regina jail on August 14 that the women learned that Nick Schaack was seriously ill. He had trouble eating and standing and spent his days confined to his cell bed.

At the urging of the mothers' committee, Schaack was eventually sent to the General Hospital on August 25--the same day charges against him were dropped. Schaack's condition steadily worsened. He suffered a heart attack and then developed pneumonia. On October 9, the hospital superintendent wrote Schaack's family in South Dakota that he was unlikely to recover, and that if he did, he would be transferred to the Weyburn mental hospital. He died nine days later.

By coincidence, on the same day Schaack died, the Regina City Police issued a circular offering a $2,000 reward for information leading to the conviction of those responsible for murder of the other riot victim, Detective Charles Millar. Schaack was quietly buried October 21 in the same Regina cemetery as Millar. His family could not afford to bring his body home to South Dakota for burial.

Nick Schaack was the second fatality of the Regina riot--something denied at the time. His attending physician at the General Hospital, Dr. E.K. Sauer, had initially regarded Schaack's case as "purely a mental one." Then, on October 19, the day after Schaack's death, he told the Regina Leader-Post that the trekker had died from pneumonia, precipitated by a heart disorder.

Several months later, during the Regina Riot Inquiry Commission hearings, Sauer offered a more convoluted explanation. "He was just getting over a scratch over his forehead," Sauer remembered. "There was nothing wrong with him." But when asked for the cause of death, the doctor responded: "tumour of the brain." He added, though, that the tumour was not caused by any injury that Schaack had sustained on July 1.

The other curious thing about Schaack's death is that his hospital record has inexplicably been wiped clear. Every single trekker who had been treated at one of the two Regina hospitals had a card detailing the period and nature of the illness and the cost of treatment. But in Schaack's case, all that appears on his record is his name.

The attempt to play down Nick Schaack's death underscores how worried the RCMP were about their public image and reputation in the aftermath of the Regina Riot. After all, the Mounties were largely responsible for the turmoil and destruction on the streets of downtown Regina because of their foolish insistence on wading into a volatile situation. But in the end, the Regina Riot Inquiry Commission blamed the trekkers for the trouble, while completely exonerating the mounted police.

The new Liberal government in Ottawa, meanwhile, insisted that its hands were tied by the findings of the Saskatchewan commission. It was far easier for Prime Minister Mackenzie King to do nothing, to let the incident be remembered as the legacy of the Bennett years. But as Nick Schaack's unfortunate death demonstrates, the story of the trek and riot is not so simple, not so one-sided-and, certainly, not closed.

et cetera

Recollections of the On-to-Ottawa Trek=by Ronald Liversedge. McClelland and Stewart, Toronto, 1973.

By Bill Waiser

Document #4: Steven R. Hewitt, “‘We Cannot Shoo These Men to Another Place’: The On to Ottawa Trek in Toronto and Ottawa,” Past Imperfect, Vol. 4, 1995, pp. 3-30, http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/pi/article/view/1380/925
The following document talks about communist involvement in the Trek.
The Regina Riot and the collapse of the British Columbia Trek placed a new emphasis upon events in Toronto. Initially the federal government's involvement in the riot received widespread condemnation. Simpson's comments at a 2 July CCF meeting were typical: "The pitiable sight was seen this week because some men had dared to ask the government for their rights. I am proud to uphold British institutions; the right of assembly; the right of expression."30 A more vitriolic condemnation of the Bennett government emanated from Ontario's Attorney-General, Arthur Roebuck. He charged that the federal government had deliberately allowed the Trek to begin and travel as far as it did because the Conservatives sought political advantage from the disorder the march appeared to represent. By portraying the march as Communist inspired and led, Roebuck argued, Bennett could then justify a crackdown while declaring the need for a strong government to deal with such insurrections—and all of this just prior to a fall election. He noted that the Hepburn government had dealt peacefully with three separate hunger marches.31 Premier Hepburn wholeheartedly endorsed his colleague's statement. In addition, he commented on the proposal to begin an 

Ontario version of the On to Ottawa Trek: 



We want no interference in this province with hunger marchers. 



If they conduct themselves in an orderly manner they have a 



perfect right to march to Ottawa and lay their case before the 



man who five years ago planned to end unemployment. ... 



Bennett can't fool anybody anywhere anymore. He'll get no 



sympathy from us if he tries his iron-heel tactics in ... 



Ontario.32
The only specific public response from ordinary Torontonians to the crushing of the On to Ottawa Trek in Regina occurred when a Globe reporter took to the streets to conduct impromptu interviews. The underlying message in the seventeen different male responses was a disapproval of the use of violence by both the government and the Trekkers.33
Document #5: This next document is a first hand account of the conditions in the relief camps.  It was taken from Barry Broadfoot, Ten Lost Years: 1929-1939.  Memories of Canadians Who Survived the Depression.  Toronto: Doubleday, 1973.

Some Depression Reasoning

“If people were to get relief, then a lot of people in official places – mayors, councillors, administrators – felt they should work.  Now there is nothing new about this idea.  It probably goes way back in history.  The Romans, the Greeks, maybe?


You did work for your dollars and it came out in funny ways.  There were several theories, and one was that you got a bunch of men and they cleared foot paths for hiking, or parks, and these were things that were pretty far from the nub of things, really.  It has to be a pretty wonderful hiking trail through the back country before you can get a bunch of men to work as though they even half mean it.


Another way was to let the machinery stand idle.  Let the men do it, for their 90 cents a day, so you had the crazy situation of a $3,000 bulldozer and a steam roller sitting by the side of the road while 50 men went at the dirt and rock with shovels and picks.  Now, under any conditions, those men weren’t going to make the dirt fly all that much, and it took many times, say 10 times as long, for 20 men to dig away a clay bank on a municipal road than for the bulldozer man to drop his blade and clear the whole thing out, once and for all.  So good machinery stood idle, costing the taxpayer money as you’ll understand, but by the Great Balls of Fire, those 20 or 30 guys who were accepting relief would be doing some work.


Maybe it made the council feel better, but if a taxpayer thought it over he’d see the stupidity of it all, and some of these men were suffering from malnutrition, some were really too weak to be on the end of a shovel or pick, or eight pound sledge.  But the municipality was getting its pound of flesh so everything was just fine.


So many stupid things like that went on, all the time, all over Canada, and they were all the work of men with their best of intentions.  That was the pity of it all, good but stupid men.”

Documents #6 and 7: The first document is a first hand account of the Regina Riot from R. Liversedge, Recollections of the On to Ottawa Trek, pp. 112-114.

“The meeting wasn’t long under way.  Evans was speaking when four large furniture vans backed up, one to each corner of the Market Square.  A shrill whistle blasted out a signal, the back of the vans were lowered, and out poured the Mounties, each armed with a baseball bat.


They must have been packed very tightly in those vans for there were lots of them.  In their first mad, shouting, club-swinging charge they killed Regina City Detective Miller, who had evidently come onto the Square to help them.  In less than minutes the Market Square was a mass of writhing, groaning forms, like a battlefield….


The surprise was complete, and it was a victory for the Mounties, the only one they had that night.  Even at that, they were unable to follow up, as there were also not a few Mounties writhing on the ground, and it took about half of their number to arrest Evans and the few boys on the platform….


It was to be a squeeze play.  We were not going to be allowed to get out of town.  We were to be smashed up.  How incredibly stupid.  Immediately orders were given us to build barricades, and there was plenty of material to work with.  


The street was lined with parked cars and we simply pushed them into the street, turned them on their sides, and piled them two high….


Our defense was simple: in front of the barricade, two lines of us formed, one behind the other, right across the street, each with a good armful of big rocks.  As the line of horsemen charged, we waited until they were quite close, and then the front rank let go a barrage of rocks, and as soon as their rocks were finished, down on their knees they would go, and the row of men behind had a clear filed to let go their barrage.”

The second document is a report by the RCMP on the cause of the Regina Riot:  Report of the Regina Riot Inquiry Commission, pp. 109-114. 

“Colonel Wood himself was of the opinion that, if the leaders were to be arrested, action should be taken immediately because he believed that the strikers were preparing to make some desperate move; this was also the belief of the Inspector Chesser and Major Murison of the Canadian Pacific Railway Police.  The foundation for their belief was confidential information which the police officers had from a source which they considered thoroughly reliable, to the effect that the strikers were making clubs and preparing for battle with the police, …he feared that they were planning demonstrations in the city which might result in riots and he believed that quick action in arresting the leaders might prevent the disturbances and make it easier to negotiate with the men for their return to the camps or to their homes.”
