Canadian antiSemites, antiReds and the Internment of Trotsky

By Richard Sanders

n Srangers Within our Gates (1909),

I J.S.Woodsworth revealed his con-

tempt for east Europeans, Aboriginals,

Asians and Blacks. However, he had a

dlightly higher regard for Jewish immi-

grants, in large part because he saw abet-
ter chance of assimilating them.

Labelling all “Hebrews’ as“[n]at-
urally religious,...industrious and ambi-
tious,” Woodsworth concluded “the Jew is
bound to succeed.” Then, saying “they
may be miserly along some lines,” he
branded all Jewish peopleashaving “keen
business instincts,” from the “pedlars or
sweat-shop tailors to the money-barons
who control theworld'sfinances.”*

After explaining that young Jewish
newcomersto Canadawere“ drifting away
from the Synagogues,” Woodsworth sadly
noted the disturbing fact that “they are not
becoming Christians, but atheists or secu-
larists.” Hethen concluded his section on
“Hebrews’ by saying that the “ most seri-
ousdanger” faced by “our immigrants,” is
“the loss of old faith in the new land.”?

Woodsworth made no secret of his
view that thisvulnerability among Jewish
immigrantswas an opportunity that Chris-
tians should exploit. In his chapter, “A
Challenge to the Church,” he used anec-
dotesabout Hebrew children straying from
Judaism, “to plead the cause of Jewish mis-
sions.” Stating that the “old faith islost,”
he asked: “Havewe abetter to offer? Then,
can we refuse to make the Jews sharers of
our Gospel liberty?’3 His answer liesin
stories promoting church effortsto convert
Jews who had wandered from their faith.

Woodsworth gave praise to the
“London Society for Promoting Christian-
ity amongst the Jews” for its missionary
work in Montreal and Ottawa. He also
blessed Presbyterian and Anglican
Churchs effortsto convert Jewsin Toronto
and Winnipeg. In advertising the M ethod-
ist Mission in Winnipeg, of which hewas
then Superintendent, Woodsworth rejoiced
that “Russian-Jewish children are taking
an activeinterest in the Sunday School.”*

English professor Terrence Craig
compared “racial attitudes” in Woods-
worth’s “pseudosociological” work with
thosein Rev.Charles Gordon’snovel, The
Foreigner. Calling the latter “afictional-
ised version of Srangers Within our
Gates,” he noted that while Woodsworth

“deplored...Jewish middlemen acting
dishonestly asinterpretersand business

agentsfor lesseducated immigrants, the
villainin The Foreigner issuch achar-
acter. Rosenblatt, agreedy, conniving,
and immoral Jew, isthe antithesis of the
Christian missionaries. He exploitsthe
simple Galician [Ukrainian] community
in Winnipeg both financially and im-
morally.”s
Craig also explained that:
“For Gordon and Woodsworth..., the
idea of Jews being God's chosen peo-
ple contradicted their own claimfor pre-
destined Anglo-Saxon superiority in
Canada.... Theirswasanarrow national
...and unhistorical view, so ethnically
egotistic that racism was its inevitable
result.... [I]t was popularly believed that
Jewishimmigrantswould ...competein
businesswith the WA SPentrepreneurial
superstructure.”®
Canada's rabid anti-Semitism and
the widespread prejudice against east Eu-
ropeanswent hand in political hand. Jews
and Slavs were often tarred as seditious,
leftwing radicals. Woodsworth not only
linked east Europeans with Judaism, but
with an atheist brand of socialism that went
far beyond the accepted, religious pale:
“Many of our immigrants from Russia
and Roumania are Socialists, some of
them of the most extreme type. This
seems rather strange, as naturally the
Jew isindividualistic.... Socialism has
come as a gospel, and they have wel-
comed it with almost religious devotion.
Some of them have preached anarchy.””
(Emphasis added.)
Woodsworth was suggesting that “ex-
treme” Socialism, which replaced “reli-
gious devotion” with apolitical “gospel,”
threatened the Canadian establishment. He
devoted hislife to crafting Social Gospel
politicsasan acceptabledternative. Chris-
tian social democratsweretolerabletothe
establishment because they rejected the
atheist, anticapitalist Socialism attributed
to radicalised Jews and east Europeans.
Compared to these “extremists,” Woods-
worth’smiddle-of-the-road socialism was
tame, loyal, compliant and easily co-opted.
Blaming “extreme” socialism on
“despair” caused by “intolerable condi-
tions” abroad, Woodsworth believed that
better conditionsin Canadameant that “ ex-
tremists cannot securealargefollowing.”®
His narrative did not mention the Czar’s
use of extreme violence, including mass
murder, to crush general strikes and mass
protests for democracy. Nor did Woods-
worth note that the Czar had forced hun-
dreds of thousands into internment. (See
“The Russian Revolution...,” pp.38-39.)
Instead, Woodsworth'sworriesdovetailed

nicely with the paranoid antiRed delusions
of the Canadian €lite. They shared anin-
tense phobia that godless, east European
socialist fanatics were threatening the es-
tablished social, religious and political or-
der of our so-called Peaceable Kingdom.

Jewish Socialists in Revolt
In the 20th century’sfirst decade, the im-
perial Christian rulers of Britain, Russia,
Germany and Austria—besides being an
intermarried racist elite—all faced acom-
mon threat from popular socialist upris-
ings. Jewish socialists were active in all
of these multiethnic movements. TheBund
for example, which began in 1897, was a
militant Jewish trade union and political
party in Russia. Between 1903 and 1905,
Bundistsorganised “asuccession of strikes
infactories, inrailways, in sweatshopsand
textile mills” and in one summer alone,
4,500 of them were arrested.®

Russia's reactionary backlash in-
cluded state repression of the Left and
deadly antiSemitic rampages. Between
1903 and 1906, 2,500 Jewswerekilled in
OdessaUkrainealone. Intheworst Ukrain-
ian pogrom of 1905, 400 to 800 werekill-
ed when blamed for ageneral strike.° Af-
ter the Czar crushed the Bund and other
socialist groups, “many Jewish radicals
fled to North America...[and] both secu-
laristsand radicalsbecameadriving force
inthelife of North American Jewry.” %t

In 1906, while radicals—Jewish
and otherwise—were being killed, exiled
or interned by Czarist forces, aConserva
tive MP presented Canada’s Parliament
with a resolution denouncing Russia’'s
“reign of terror.” It stated that “large num-
bersof hel pless men, women and children
of the Hebrew race were massacred in a
most brutal and inhuman manner.” While
saying the murder of 100,000 Hebrewswas
“adisgraceto...civilization,” 2 the resolu-
tion did not mention the mass killing and
internment of those who were not Jewish.
It also failed to mention the huge strikes
and protests that were then threatening to
topple the Czar’s brutal regime.

After uttering a few niceties, Lib-
eral Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier
spoke out against the idea of even debat-
ing the motion. Conservative Sir Robert
Borden agreed, asdid Liberal Quebec na
tionalist, Henri Bourassa, who argued:

“[S]o far as Russian Jews are con-
cerned, perhaps we might be a little

careful about our expressions of sym-
pathy, in view of the well established
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fact...that the Jews have been at the bot-
tom of most of the social troubles that
haverisenin Russia—that agreat deal
of the money that has been raised...on
behalf of the Russian Jews has been
used...in purchasing firearms and sup-
pliesfor the revolutionists.”
Bourassa added that it would be

“embarrassing for the British govern-

ment ...if we...express ed] sympathy for
peoplewho, having taken alarge share

in the revolution in Russia, are now...
sufferersfrom that revolution.”
Official Canadian criticism of the Csar’'s
mass murder of Jewswould have been es-
pecially “embarrassing for the British gov-
ernment” because Czar Nicholas!l wasthe
first cousin of King George V. And, Can-
ada’s then-Governor General, Prince
Arthur, who passed laws by decree with
Borden’'s Cabinet, wasason of Queen Vic-
toria. Also, both Czar Nicholas Il and
Queen Victoriawere both descended from
Britain’'s King George I, a German.
Bourassa supported the Christian
killing of Jews by saying “the Jews had
prepared a conspiracy to slaughter the
Christians.” No MPs countered his narra-
tive to excuse the mass murder of Russian
Jews. Neither did MPscriticisethe Czar's
regimefor quelling protestsand strikesby
killing thousands and interning hundreds
of thousands more. Russian “Reds,” like
the “Reds’ in Canada or anywhere elsg,
werethediabolical enemiesof empire. Ca
nadian Liberalsand Conservatives, would
not deign to embarrass British authorities
by issuing resolutions denouncing the
dlaughter and imprisonment of anti-impe-
rialist “Reds,” especially Jewish ones.
The Canadian elite's burgeoning
opposition to radicalsfound loyal support
in the Social Gospel. By 1909, when
Canada faced the nascent stirrings of its
first Red Scare, right-wing bigotry was at
home in the pages of reformist Christian
literature, from Rev. Woodsworth's mis-
sionary diatribes to Rev. Gordon’s popu-
list novels. The Canadian public’s grow-
ing distrust of east Europeans and Jews—
spurred on by Social Gospeller’sfearmon-
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gering rantsabout the horrorsof “ extreme”
socialism—put these aliens into the cross
hairs of afierce AngloProtestant hatred.

Trotsky Fever Hits Largest
Prison Camp in Canada
Leon Trotsky, theinfamous Soviet revolu-
tionary of Jewish Ukrainian origins, was
the best known prisoner ever heldinaCa-
nadian concentration camp. Hisaccount of
thephysical, socia and psychological con-
ditionsinside Canada slargest internment
facility providesinsightsinto the potential

for radicalisation among internees.

Trotsky, who later becamethefirst
leader of the Red Army and a member of
the Soviet Politburo (1919-1926), was
born Lev Davidovich Bronstein in the
Ukraine. By theage of 21, in 1900, hewas
a devout Marxist and had helped form a
major union, spent two yearsin prison and
had been sentenced to four yearsin Sibe-
ria. Later, after hisarrest for taking alead-
ing rolein Russia sfailed 1905-1907 revo-
lution, Trotsky was again forced into ex-
ile. Besideshisradical palitics, Trotsky did
not endear himself to imperial elites with
his outspoken self-identification asan “ir-
reconcilable atheist.”

By 1917, Trotsky was rabble-
rousing in New York City. When the Feb-
ruary Revolution ousted the Czar, he and
his family boarded a steamer to return
hometo Russia. His narrative states that:

“At Hdifax British naval authoritiesin-
spected the steamer, and police offic-
ers made a perfunctory examination of
the papersof the American, Norwegian
and Dutch passengers. They subjected
the Russians, however, to a downright
Ccross examination, asking us about our
convictions, [and] our political
plans....” 1

After removing Trotsky, his wife
and two children, and othersfrom the ship,
hewas separated from hisfamily and taken
to the prison camp in Amherst, Nova
Scotia. Once there, he endured

“an examination thelike of which | had
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never before experienced, even in the
Peter and Paul fortress. For in the
Czar’s fortress the police stripped me
and searched me in privacy, whereas
here our demacratic allies subjected us
to this shameful humiliation before a
dozen men.” %

Trotsky said Camp Commander
Col. Arthur Morris*made hiscareer inthe
British colonies and in the Boer war.”
Morris had led imperial forcesin Egypt,
India, Burma, Ireland and the Gold Coast.’
Not surprisingly, the two men did not ex-
actly get along. “I did not show proper re-
spect when | spoke to him,” said Trotsky,
“which made him growl behind my back.”

Trotsky described the “ Amherst
concentration camp” as “an old...very di-
lapidated iron-foundry...confiscated from
its German owner.” Its prisoners, he said,
were segregated into two distinct classes:

(1) 100 “officersand civilian prisoners
of the bourgeois class,” and

(2) 500 “sailors from German boats
sunk by the British” and 200 “workers
caught by the war in Canada."*®

Trotsky’srelations with hisfellow
inmates depended on their view of “revo-
[utionary socialists.” While “ officers and
petty officers, whose quarterswere behind
a wooden partition, immediately set us
down asenemies,” Trotsky said, the* rank-
and-file...surrounded us with an ever in-
creasing friendliness.” 2

To Trotsky, it was a chance to pro-
selytise. “Thewhole month...waslike one
continuous mass-meeting,” hesaid. “I told
the prisoners about the Russian revol ution,
about Liebknecht [a German socialist],
about Lenin,...and the intervention of the
USinthe[Russiancivil] war.” With “con-
stant group discussions....[o]ur friendship
grew warmer every day.”#

When German officerscomplained
about his sermonising, Camp Commander
Morris “locked Trotsky in the foundry’s
old blast furnace asaform of solitary con-
finement.” 2 Trotsky's narrative statesthat
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