
Extending roughly from the mid-
1960s to the mid-1970s, the period 

popularly known as the “sixties” is gener-
ally regarded as a high point for the press 
in Vancouver.  It was also a time when 
labour personalities and labour issues 
mattered, and when city newspapers em-
ployed full-time labour reporters.  Rod 
Mickleburgh was one of  the writers who 
told labour’s story during the city’s hey-
day of  labour journalism.  

Born and raised in Newmarket, 
Ontario – “the hometown of  Connor 
McDavid” – he had always been inter-
ested in journalism, which, as he says, 
mostly stemmed from a boyhood love of  
sports. “I dreamed of  being a sports writ-
er, or even a broadcaster ….and that’s 
how I started out.” As is the fate of  many 
sports writers, he eventually wandered 
into news and in September 1973 joined 
the Vancouver Sun to write about labour.  
“Believe it or not,” he exclaimed, the pa-
per had “TWO labour reporters….one 
days, one on nights….I was assigned to 
the night labour beat after the guy who 
had been doing the job left….I was so 
lucky, because it was certainly nothing I 
ever sought, but I took to it right away…I 
was often on the front page….”  In the 
early 1970s the Vancouver Sun had two la-
bour reporters, the Province one, the Vic-
toria Times-Colonist one.  “Labour was big 
news” in BC.  Labour leaders, and even 
the guys on the employers’ side, were of-
ten interesting characters.”

The “sixties” was also marked by 
an assertive and at times aggressive la-
bour leadership determined to assert 
working peoples’ claim to a share of  the 
province’s “good life.”  The unionized 
proportion of  the province’s paid labour 
force jumped from 46% in 1946 to 54% 

in 1958, the highest in the country.  In ad-
dition, with the consolidation in 1956 of  
Canada’s, and the province’s, two main 
labour branches into a single movement, 
labour became an effective political force.  
As Mickleburgh writes in On The Line, 
“union energy was increasingly directed 
against a steady stream of  legislation” 
passed by the Bennett Social Credit gov-
ernment to restrict them. (126)  Labour 
fought with particular intensity against 
the state’s use of  ex parte court injunctions 
to limit unions through legal constraint.  
Labour’s resistance to Bill Bennett’s bud-
get “restraint” policies in the early 1980s 
also stands out as a memorable moment 
in Rod Mickleburgh’s distinguished ca-
reer as a west coast reporter.

After working for sixteen years 
with the Sun and the Province he moved on 
to a twenty-two year stint with the Globe 
and Mail.  A highlight was the four-part 
series he wrote with the Globe’s health 
reporter André Picard on the tainted 

blood scandal of  the 1980s, when taint-
ed blood caused more than 1000 AIDS-
related deaths.  For their stories the two 
authors in 1993 won coveted Michener 
Awards for “excellence in public service 
journalism.”  Two co-authored books 
followed: Rare Courage, first-person ac-
counts from twenty veterans of  the 
Second World War, and The Art of  the 
Impossible, a recounting of  the Dave Bar-
rett government’s 39 months in office 
as BC’s first social democratic admin-
istration. When the British Columbia 
Labour Heritage Centre met in 2013 
to initiate the writing of  a provincial la-
bour history - the first since the publica-
tion of  Paul Phillips’s No Power Greater in 
1967 - Rod Mickleburgh was an obvious 
choice to tell the story of  “how working 
people, through their unions, got British 
Columbians” to where they are today.  
For his achievement in writing On The 
Line: A History of  the British Columbia La-
bour Movement (2018), on 27 April 2019 
he was awarded the George Ryga Award 
for Social Awareness, a fitting tribute to 
an outstanding career in writing.  
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Even those readers who regularly attend lectures should 
check out the films of  them created by Elwin Xie and 

his crew and posted on our YouTube channel (search 
“Vancouver Historical Society on YouTube” to find them).

A case in point is the March lecture on Sam Greer 
by Laura Ishiguro, which was a lot of  fun to attend, but 
the film of  it is superb. Elwin worked with Laura to add 
numerous images, as well as a bit of  Irish music at the 
beginning and end, and supplemented it with an interview 
he did after the fact with Greer’s great-granddaughter, 
who attended the lecture and introduced herself  during 
the question period.

And now for something completely different: the 
Annual General Meeting. Please note the special resolu-
tion to amend the by-laws. And please come early (7 pm) 
so we can get this business out of  the way and allow our 
speaker, Rod Mickleburgh, to begin promptly at 7:30. 
Thanks.

Michael kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com

President’s Notes

 Vancouver Historical Society Info Line: 604-827-3622
 Mailing Address: P.O. Box 3071 Vancouver, BC V6B 3X6 

 Website: www.vancouver-historical-society.ca
 Newsletter Editor: Jessica Quan | jess.khakiquan@gmail.com 

Newsletter Design and Production: Kellan Higgins

Vancouver Historical Society Executive Board:  
2018 - 2019 

(ElEctEd May 24, 2018)  

PresiDeNt
ViCe PresiDeNt 

trEaSurEr
rEcording SEcrEtary

dirEctor (MEMBErSHip)
dirEctor (FiEld tripS)
dirEctor (prograMS)

DireCtor

arcHiViSt
iNfo liNe

nEwSlEttEr Mailing
MeetiNg setuP

contact

Michael Kluckner
Madeleine de Trenqualye
Tom Carter
Kellan Higgins
Mary Wallace Poole
Brenda Peterson
Robert McDonald
Jessica Quan

Alexandra Allen
Jeannie Hounslow
Mary Gavan
Greg Leach

appointed positions

Thursday, September 26, 2019 
Surrey: A City of Stories 

Speaker: K. Jane Watt, President of the BC Historical Federation

Join us for a behind-the-scenes glimpse at the creation of  Surrey: A 
City of  Stories, the first Surrey history book of  its kind. It is an invit-
ing visual record of  Surrey’s early years and its growth into the 
modern city of  today.  It showcases archival photos, maps, docu-
ments and artifacts from Surrey’s archives and museum collections, 
and features the reminiscences of  Surrey citizens.  A richly-tex-
tured experience, this book speaks to people new to the history of  
this place as well as those with deep roots in the community.

Thursday, October 24, 2019 
Filipino Immigrants on the Pacific’s Northwest Coast

Speaker: Leonora C. Angeles, professor, UBC Social Justice Institute

The Filipino community in Vancouver has become increasingly 
visible and numerous in recent years and is beginning to add 
its particular stamp to the cultural landscape of  the city’s main 
streets. This talk will be the first on this community that the 
Vancouver Historical Society has presented.

upcoming Speakers
The VHS invites everyone to attend our monthly talks. Admission for non-
members is by donation. Talks are held at the Museum of Vancouver, 
1100 Chestnut Street (in Vanier Park) at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth Thurs-
day of every month except June, July, August and December.

notice of annual general Meeting
May 23, 2019, 7 pm, Museum of Vancouver

The agenda will consist of  reports from the President and 
the Treasurer, followed by the election of  officers and di-
rectors for 2019–2020, and the presentation of  the follow-
ing amendment to the VHS by-laws for ratification by the 
membership. Articles 3 and 4 are additions to the existing 
by-laws.

ARTICLE IV–OFFICERS
1. The officers of  the society shall consist of  the President, 

the Vice-President, the Secretary, the Treasurer, and 
up to five Executive members-at-large. The immediate 
past President shall, ex officio, be a member of  the Ex-
ecutive Committee.

Election of  Officers:
2. The officers of  the society shall be elected annually at 

the Annual General Meeting of  the society. 
3. A Nominating Committee of  three (3) members shall 

be selected at a Board meeting held no later than six (6) 
weeks before the Annual General Meeting.

4. All nominations for Board members must be submit-
ted in writing, with written consent of  nominees, to the 
Nominating Committee at least seven (7) days before 
the Annual General Meeting.

For further information, please contact Michael at  
presidentvhs@gmail.com

new VHS Members
Sharon Baxter
Darius Maze

Tom Morton
Bill Storey



Strathcona, one of  the city’s oldest 
residential neighbourhoods, has sur-

vived industrial zoning, urban renewal 
and freeway proposals to emerge as a 
district of  late Victorian and Edward-
ian era homes on tree-lined streets. On 
this walk we will explore the history and 
struggle to save the neighbourhood and 
look at how the area has evolved with 
one of  the strongest preservation bylaws 
in the city.

Please note that parking is very 
limited in this area. There might be 
some parking in front of  the school on 
Jackson and Pender. Using transit might 
be your best option.

Estates of old Kerrisdale with Michael Kluckner

Strathcona walking tour with John atkin

WHEN: Saturday, June 15th, 
2019 at 9:45am

WHERE: Meet at 9:45 am at 42nd 
and Elm (west side of  Elm Park)

WHEN: Saturday, August 17th, 
2019 at 10:00 am

WHERE: Please meet at the 
Southwest corner of  Keefer and 
Jackson around 9:55am

Tours are free for VHS members, $10 
for non-members, payable at the start. 
Limited to 25 people. First come, first 
served. Please pre-register before the 
tour date by emailing  

fieldtripsvhs@gmail.com or leaving 
a message with your name, phone 
number and/or email address at the VHS 
Information Line 604-827-3622. Please 
be prompt as the walks will start on time.

Michael Kluckner will lead a tour 
through a part of  Kerrisdale that 

was home to a number of  large proper-
ties with semi-rural estate houses a centu-
ry ago, including a visit to Crofton House 
School’s “Old Residence.” As almost 
nothing survives of  these places, tour 
participants will receive a pdf  file of  his-
toric photographs and are urged to bring 
their phones or tablets on the tour; the 
leader will bring an iPad to share images.

This is quite a long walk, from Elm 
Park to Blenheim to 49th and West Bou-
levard and returning to the Kerrisdale 
shops area, although buses run north 
along West Boulevard back toward the 
starting point. The tour will be an op-

portunity to observe the evolution of  the 
community from native forest uplands 
near the Musqueam homeland to expan-

sive estates, suburban bungalows, town-
houses, and the apartments and condos 
of  Kerrisdale’s last half-century.)

pHoto FroM tHE point grEy gazEttE, JunE 4, 1913

pHoto courtESy oF tHE collEction oF JoHn atKin.



This image is from a Labour Day pa-
rade on Hastings Street in Vancouver 

in the late 1890s.  Here we see a forty-foot 
replica of  the S.S. Umatilla, a ship that 
connected Vancouver and San Francisco.  
Constructed in 1898 by local stevedores, 
and named for the village of  Umatilla on 
the Columbia River, the miniature vessel 
belched steam along the entire route of  
the Labour Day procession with upwards 
of  140 marching longshoremen eyeing 
their creation proudly from behind.  La-
bour Day parades, which began on 6 
September 1890, featured numerous such 
examples of  fl oats constructed by union-
ized workers.  Along with the S.S. Umatilla, 
the best known is a wooden, craftsmen-
style house built for the 1903 parade by 

members of  the Amalgamated Society 
of  Carpenters and Joiners.  Conveyed 
though the streets on a horse-drawn fl oat, 
the replica was accompanied by marching 
unionists – all men – for whom the parade 
was an expression of  what historian Bryan 
Palmer has described as “the dignity and 
essential place of  productive labour.”  The 
men assembled for the S.S. Umatilla photo, 
dressed in their fi nest garb festooned with 
“badges richly trimmed with gilt lace,” 
were claiming social recognition as small 
producers and citizens, asserting their re-
spectability.  Such parades were also re-
strictive, however, for in Vancouver the 
conventions of  respectability limited street 
parades to men of  British and Northern 
European heritage, citizens who had the 
right  to vote.  For these labouring men, 
just as important as their call for shorter 
hours, “fair” working conditions, and de-

mocracy was their insistence on Oriental 
exclusion, an expression of  the underlying 
racism that characterized settler colonial-
ism in British Columbia.

The photo represents the city’s 
labour movement at its inception, a 
movement not only smaller but also or-
ganizationally diff erent from the one 
Rod Mickleburgh covered as a labour 
journalist in the 1970s and 1980s.  In the 
former period trade unionism was domi-
nated by skilled craftsmen organized into 
unions defi ned by their craft, in the lat-
ter by both men and women of  various 
levels of  training and skill drawn from 
across the multicultural ethnic landscape.  
White collar workers were emerging as 
the largest cohort of  unionized workers, 
and starting in 1973 even the provincial 
civil service enjoyed the right to represen-
tation by a trade union.  

members of  the Amalgamated Society mocracy was their insistence on Oriental 

early labour Day Parades
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By Bob McDonald


