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Introduction

The Great Depression of the 1930s brought social, economic, and financial 
winter to Canada.1 In the wake of the Wall Street crash of October 1929, the 
Dominion quickly entered a hard and bitter season of spreading misery and 
growing hopelessness. As an export country, heavily dependent on the sale of 
primary products, Canada was especially vulnerable to the international mar-
ket downturn. Though manufacturing had enjoyed a boom in central Canada 
in the second half of the 1920s, staples – the products of farm, forest, and 
mine – loomed large in the economy. When demand and prices for these 
products drastically fell on world markets after 1929, mass unemployment 
and widespread distress inevitably followed at home. Being a debtor country, 
Canada was also adversely affected by the uncertainty that the Depression 
brought to financial markets, with the 1931 exit of the United Kingdom from 
the gold standard producing a seismic effect. The Prairie provinces, built on the 
wheat economy, were the region hardest hit by the severe downdraft, more so 
when drought and soil erosion compounded economic misfortune. Between 
1928–29 and 1933, when the economy touched bottom, per capita income in 
Saskatchewan fell by a breathtaking 72 percent, the largest drop in any prov-
ince.2 The human misery indicated by this number was everywhere to be  
seen. Not surprisingly, economic reverse on this scale triggered population 
decline; in Saskatchewan, it was not until 1966 that the quinquennial census 
counted more people than the 931,547 recorded in 1936. Beset by a wave of 
foreclosures and business failures, Alberta actually defaulted on a debenture 
in 1936. The other provinces were able to avoid this particular fate, but every-
where hard times shook confidence and tested public and private finances. In 
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Newfound land, still a separate dominion, the threat of default on govern-
ment debt led in 1934 to the suspension of self-government in favour of ad-
ministration by a British-appointed Commission of Government.

The means Canadians had to deal with economic misfortune of this mag-
nitude were few and fragile. In social welfare terms, when the Great Depression 
struck, the country still had a poor-law mentality. There was no national 
scheme of unemployment insurance, and public assistance – relief, as it was 
known at the time – to those who could not support themselves was mainly 
a local responsibility. In a land in which the frontier spirit remained strong, 
individuals and families were expected to look after themselves. In an emer-
gency, recourse was to kith and kin and private charity, with public relief (if 
it existed at all) a last and shameful resort. In practice, relief was subject to 
municipal residence requirements, funded out of local tax revenue (and there-
fore watched over closely by local ratepayers), paid in kind, and variable in 
amount from place to place. It had a punitive edge and stigmatized those 
unfortunate enough to become recipients. In a country that had as cardinal 
virtues ownership, self-reliance, and thrift, going on relief was for many a dis-
grace, something to be kept secret if at all possible – a skeleton to be hidden 
away in the family closet. Having to wear clothes distributed through the re-
lief system, as many did in the dirty thirties, was a mark of shame and failure 
and a source of derision. Above all, Canada’s ramshackle relief administration 
was meant to maintain the work ethic on which the country was believed to 
have been built. Philosophically, the guiding principle was “less eligibility”: 
those on relief had to be kept below the bottom of the wage scale lest the 
lowest-paid labourers have their will to work undermined and themselves 
turned to public assistance.3 In short order, this nineteenth-century approach, 
rooted in English Poor Law administration, was overwhelmed by the mass 
unemployment brought on by the Great Depression. 

The political consequences of this economic failure were sweeping. Only 
one provincial premier – John Bracken of Manitoba – was able to stay in 
power through the 1930s. Elsewhere, political upheaval was the order of the 
day, and in two provinces new parties came to power during the decade. In 
1935, Social Credit, which did not call itself a party at all, took office in Alberta 
under the leadership of William Aberhart, a Bible-thumping, Ontario-born 
school principal who had made a name for himself through religious broad-
casting on the new medium of radio. In 1936, Maurice Duplessis took power 
in Quebec at the head of a new political combination, the Union Nationale. 
Federally, the first political casualty of the Depression was Liberal prime  
minister William Lyon Mackenzie King, who had been in power since 1926. 
When King called a general election in 1930, he thought he was on the road 
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to another victory, but Conservative leader Richard Bedford Bennett was able 
to take advantage of spreading economic unease to win a majority. On the 
hustings, Bennett, a big, blustering, and wealthy man with a booming voice, 
promised to deal with growing unemployment by blasting a way into inter-
national markets and thereby getting Canadians back to work. In office, he 
ran deficits while believing in balanced budgets, and spent unprecedented 
sums on relief while insisting that this burden remained a local responsibility. 
In 1932, he presided over an Imperial Economic Conference in Ottawa (it was 
preceded by a national day of prayer), but this produced limited results. As 
things went from bad to worse, Bennett became for many a hated figure, the 
personification of everything that had gone wrong in the country and the 
Can adian counterpart to failed American president Herbert Hoover. In Janu-
ary 1935, with another election due, Bennett suddenly changed course and 
moved in a Rooseveltian New Deal direction, making his intentions known 
in a series of five remarkable radio addresses. This shift, however, was not 
enough to save him when, on 14 October, the election was held. The result 
was a triumph for Mackenzie King, who had campaigned on the slogan “King 
or Chaos,” warning the electorate that Bennett’s last-minute reformism was a 
snare and a delusion. This election also included three new competitors to the 
old parties: the Reconstruction Party (a reformist breakaway from the Con-
servatives), Social Credit (already in office in Alberta), and the socialist Co-
operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). Founded in Calgary in 1932, the 
CCF was committed by its 1933 Regina Manifesto to the eradication of cap-
italism. In the 1935 election the Liberals won 171 seats, the Conservatives 39, 
Social Credit 17, and the CCF 7. The only member elected for Recon struction 
was party leader and former Tory minister of trade and commerce H.H. 
Stevens. 

By this time, too, the Communist Party of Canada was a political presence 
to be reckoned with. Working through a variety of labour and civil rights 
organizations and capitalizing on the Bennett government’s heavy-handed 
use of Section 98 of the Criminal Code of Canada (introduced to head off 
further trouble after the Winnipeg General Strike of 1919, it criminalized 
membership in “unlawful organizations”)4 and Section 22 of the Immigra tion 
Act (under which many dissenters were deported), the Communists made  
sig nificant headway in Canada during the Depression. By their tactics and 
their proven ability to recruit, they struck fear in the ranks of the propertied 
classes and evoked a harsh response from the authorities. In 1932, Communist 
leader Tim Buck5 and seven of his associates were incarcerated in Kingston 
Peni tentiary, where an attempt was made on Buck’s  life. This episode became 
legendary and gave the Communists a popular cause. 
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In his last months in office, Bennett was confronted by the Communist- 
led On-to-Ottawa Trek, an encounter that is remembered as a defining mo-
ment of his troubled prime ministership. Within the growing army of 
Canada’s post-1929 unemployed, single out-of-work men came to pose a par-
ticular problem for governments. Many of them worked seasonally and did 
not qualify for local relief, and large numbers soon began roaming the coun-
try. They hitched rides on freight trains, developed a vocabulary of their own, 
and lived in “jungles,” the hobo name for the rough encampments that sprang 
up, willy-nilly, on the fringes of cities and towns (these were also known, 
mockingly, as “Bennett boroughs,” in honour of the prime minister).6 To deal 
with a group with menacing potential, provinces set up relief camps as places 
of refuge. In October 1932, the Dominion government counted about seventy 
thousand unemployed single men in the country without “domicile” but need-
ing relief, while local authorities gave “first consideration” to “the care of the 
married men with dependants resident within their jurisdiction.” The single 
unemployed had become “dependent largely on charity (both organized and 
individual); their physical capacity to work had been undermined; and their 
morale had been affected to the point that they were susceptible to the influ-
ence of Communistic and other subversive organizations.” Survey research 
suggested that they posed a problem that “could not be dealt with adequately 
either Municipally or Provincially.” What was needed was “uniform action 
throughout Canada ... so that there would be no inducement to the men in 
question to wander about the country in search of more favourable treat-
ment.”7 Hence Ottawa’s decision to act.

* * *
The Dominion initiative, launched by Order in Council P.C. 2248 of 8 
October 1932 and then advanced through a series of Dominion-provincial 
agreements, was the brainchild of Major-General Andrew George Latta 
McNaughton, chief of the defence staff. The Department of National De-
fence (DND), which had the requisite engineering expertise, ran the federal 
camps; they provided accommodation, board, clothing, medical and dental 
care, and tobacco in return for work on construction projects deemed “to the 
general advantage of Canada,” such as highways and airfields. The work, it 
was hoped, would “offset the demoralizing effect of idleness” and tide the 
men over “until they could be absorbed in industry as economic conditions 
improved.”8 Over the four-year life of the program, projects were undertaken 
in all provinces. Administratively, the camps were organized into regional 
groups, each with a superintendent and central staff. Individual camps were 
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in charge of a foreman, or “push,” who, along with the cook and other admin-
istrative personnel, was salaried. Cooks were helped by residents known as 
flunkies, and day-to-day jobs around camps were done by other residents 
known as “bull cooks.” A work gang was supervised by a management man  
known as a “straw-push.” Mixed in with the general camp population were a 
few skilled workers – such as powdermen to handle explosives, blacksmiths, 
etc. – who were paid regular wages. Ordinary camp residents called them-
selves “relief stiffs” (another hobo term). For their efforts, they were each paid 
twenty cents a day, and thereby became known as the “royal twenty centers.”9 
Work camps were established in many countries in the 1930s and were shaped 
by prevailing political ideologies. The operation of the Canadian camps has 
sometimes been compared to the work of the Civilian Conservation Corps 
under the American New Deal, but they were less constructive in administra-
tion and purpose, and produced a decidedly different outcome. Essentially, 
they were warehouses for the young, for whom there was no work in the  
market economy. The experience of Canadian relief stiffs lay somewhere be-
tween that of life in a prison and life in a barracks. The camps were not jails 
– one could leave – but blacklisting and reprisals were feared, resented real-
ities, with the only alternative to camp life for many being the perils of hobo 
existence. Though residents were not under military discipline, the system 
was run by serving and former military officers. The ethos of the camps was 
spartan, and the police – local, provincial, and national – kept a close watch 
over the activities of residents, who were easily identified by their relief 
clothes.10 In sum, the camps produced social tinder, ready to be ignited.

Because of its resource economy, favourable climate, and location at the 
western end of the national railway system, British Columbia was a magnet 
for relief stiffs from across the country, and Vancouver was the hobo capital 
of Canada. In September 1931, the province opened about two hundred 
camps “to provide work for the unemployed of all classes.”11 In time, over six 
thousand men found their way into these facilities. Initially, the men, both 
single and married, received two dollars per day, but married men also re-
ceived a subsistence allowance of eighty cents per day for their wives. The 
men paid board at the rate of eighty-five cents per day, and costs were shared 
equally between the Dominion and BC governments. However, this scheme 
was quickly abandoned when its cost was deemed “excessive.” Subsequently, 
only single men were supported in the camps and only on “a subsistence 
basis”; they were provided with food and lodging but did “no work except 
camp fatigue.”12 For a time, Ottawa helped support this scheme, again on a 
fifty-fifty basis with the province. In October 1932, most BC camps passed 
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under administration by a commission appointed by the Dominion govern-
ment but with members nominated by the province. Some camps remained 
under provincial control until 30 June 1933, when all camps in the province 
came under the control of DND. 

The terms of this transfer were spelled out in a federal-provincial agree-
ment dated 21 August 1933, with the Dominion government acting under the 
authority of the Relief Act passed by Parliament that year. Ownership of 
camp sites and buildings remained with the province, as did the ownership 
and operation of nearly all the vehicles used in construction work at the 
camps. The obligations assumed by DND were fivefold: 

1.  Shelter, clothing and food will be provided in kind, and an allowance not 
exceeding 20 cents per diem for each day worked will be issued in cash. 

2.  Eight hours per day will be worked; Sundays and statutory holidays will 
be observed; and Saturday afternoons may be used for recreation. 

3.  Persons leaving voluntarily except for the purpose of accepting other em-
ployment offered, or for the reason that they no longer require relief, and 
those discharged for cause, will thereafter be ineligible for reinstatement. 

4.  Free transportation will be given from place of engagement and return 
thereto on discharge except for misconduct. 

5.  No military discipline or training will be instituted; the status of the per-
sonnel will remain civilian in all respects.13 

The agreement covered “physically fit, unmarried, homeless men” in the prov-
ince, but in practice men in this category without dependants who could 
prove they had lived in British Columbia before 1 May 1931 remained eligible 
for relief in municipalities with cost-sharing relief agreements, Vancouver not 
being one of them.14 

In terms of heading off Communist influence, the operation of the BC 
camps had the exact opposite effect to what Ottawa intended, a story compel-
lingly told in Bill Waiser’s All Hell Can’t Stop Us: The On-to-Ottawa Trek and 
Regina Riot. By bringing the dispossessed young together in semi-isolation 
and without much hope for the future, General McNaughton and Ottawa’s 
relief planners gave the Communists, who had a strong base in Vancouver, an 
opportunity they did not miss. In short order, the Communist-led Relief 
Camp Workers Union became a militant presence in the camps, where the 
organization’s newspaper, the Relief Camp Worker, enjoyed wide circulation 
and readership. Military District No. 11, the DND unit responsible for the 
BC camps, with headquarters in Victoria, became a hotbed of unrest among 
relief stiffs. On 7 December 1934, there was a Communist-inspired action 
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across the camps, directed at the Liberal government of T. Dufferin Pattullo, 
who had become premier of the province on 15 June 1933.15 Then, in April 
1935, a general mobilization largely emptied many of the camps in support of 
a list of demands that called for “work and wages.”16 Riding the rails, hun-
dreds of angry and discontented men poured into Vancouver, where they in-
timidated the local authorities, frightened the property-owning classes, and 
became a rag-tag occupation army. Earlier that month, in an attempt to head 
off approaching trouble, the Dominion government had appointed a com-
mission of inquiry under the 1927 Public Inquiries Act to look “into the con-
ditions obtaining, and all and any complaints which have been made with 
respect to the administration and management of the camps established by 
the Department of National Defence in the province of British Columbia.” 
The members of the commission were W.A. Macdonald (chairman), former 
BC Supreme Court justice; C.T. McHattie, vice-president, Gault Bros. Ltd.; 
and Rev. Edwin D. Braden, the pastor of Ryerson United Church in 
Vancouver. The commission moved quickly, heard from the secretary of the 
Relief Camp Workers Union, held public meetings, and submitted its report 
on 31 May.

The strikers, the report asserted, had seven demands: 

1.  That work with wages be instituted at a minimum rate of 50 cents per 
hour for unskilled workers, and Trade Union rates for all skilled work, on 
the basis of a six hour day, five day week, with a minimum of twenty work 
days per month. 

2.  That all workers in relief camps be covered by the Compensation Act, and 
that adequate first aid supplies be carried on the job at all times. 

3.  That the National Defence and all Military control, with their system of 
blacklisting, where men are cut off from all means of livelihood, be 
abolished. 

4.  That democratically elected committees be recognized in every camp. 
5.  That there be instituted a system of non-contributory unemployment in-

surance, based on the “workers” bill of social and employment insurance. 
6.  That all workers be given their democratic right to vote. 
7.  That section 98 of the Criminal Code, sections 41–42 of the Immigration 

Act, vagrancy laws, and all anti-working class laws be repealed.17

Much of this was obviously outside the scope of the inquiry, and in any event 
the commission was not empowered to make recommendations on gov-
ernment policy regarding relief camps. Nevertheless, its “Summation” called 
attention “to certain points very clearly revealed” in the evidence it had heard. 
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These indicated a variety of improvements that could be made in day-to-day 
camp life, pending the end of the “prolonged depression.” Overall, the com-
mission optimistically concluded, the camps had “reasonably fulfilled the ob-
ject of their establishment, and afforded the intended relief.”18

By the time the government received this limited and cautious advice, 
however, events were in the saddle in Vancouver, where the strikers were de-
bating whether to take their protest en masse to Ottawa. At a meeting held at 
the Avenue Theatre on 30 May, they decided to do just that; on June 3, the 
advance guard – 831 men – of what became the On-to-Ottawa Trek pulled 
out of Vancouver aboard the nightly eastward freight of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway (CPR). More strikers followed, and the protest gained support and 
was well received as it went along. When it reached Regina, it was stopped by 
a frightened government, which agreed to receive a delegation on behalf of 
the entire body of trekkers. The delegation that continued east was led by 
Toronto-born Arthur H. (Slim) Evans,19 a charismatic veteran of many labour 
struggles. On Saturday, 22 June, Evans and his fellow trekker representatives 
met with Prime Minister Bennett and eleven of his cabinet members. The 
meeting was bitter and sullen and accomplished nothing; what the strikers 
wanted – work with wages for all – was the very thing the prime minister had 
been unable to deliver for Canadians. After a big rally at the Rialto Theatre in 
Ottawa, the disappointed and angry delegation headed back west to report. 
Then, on 1 July, Dominion Day 1935, the On-to-Ottawa Trek effectively came 
to a hard and brutal end when an outdoor public meeting in Regina’s Market 
Square triggered a melee in which many were injured, plainclothes city police-
man Charles Millar was killed, and trekker Nick Schaack sustained injuries 
from which he later died. It was an ignominious moment in Canadian 
history.

***
One of the many young Canadians who found their way into the BC relief 
camps was the aspiring Toronto artist Alan Caswell Collier. From September 
1934 to May 1935 he lived successively in Camp 506, about twenty miles north 
of Revelstoke on the Big Bend Road, a public work in progress along the 
Columbia River;20 Camp 376, Tappen; and Camp 378, Notch Hill. Collier 
was born in Toronto on 19 March 1911 and was the son of (Robert) Victor 
Collier, himself a farmer’s son from Watford, Lambton County, Ontario; and 
Eliza Frances Caswell, a Methodist clergyman’s daughter with a brother who 
was a United Church of Canada minister. While Alan was on relief in British 
Columbia, his older brother, (Herbert) Bruce, a doctoral graduate of the 
University of Toronto in biochemistry, was teaching at West China Union 
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University (part of a large missionary effort of the United Church) in 
Chengdu, Sichuan; his younger brother, Edward Victor (known as Ted), was 
still at home and attending school. The Collier household at 112 Hillsdale 
Avenue West, Davisville, Toronto, also included Aunt Jess (Caswell), who  
was single and worked as a stenographer. She doted on Alan and was much 
appreciated by him in return. Vic Collier was running a tailoring business – 
“R. Victor Collier successor to Berkinshaw & Collier Merchant Tailors” – at 
316 Yonge Street when the Depression struck, and was eventually pushed hard 
by the downturn.

The Colliers were Liberal in politics and in 1934 the family attended Glebe 
Road United Church, where Alan helped out with Sunday school. From his 
father, Alan inherited an entrepreneurial outlook: keeping accounts and rec-
ords and living within one’s means were second nature to him, as were the 
virtues of sobriety and thrift. He was brought up to eschew drinking, smok-
ing, and gambling, and to be enterprising and resourceful. Every penny had 
to be accounted for and every saving realized. On the Caswell side, he was 
descended from a lay preacher said to have been driven from the Anglican 
Church at Atcham, Shropshire, when he had preached a sermon in praise of 
John Wesley.21 The congregation reportedly chased him across a small bridge 
in the village, throwing stones at him. The son of this “troublemaker,” Alan’s 
maternal grandfather, came to Canada as a Methodist preacher, and, in char-
acter, Alan himself continued the family tradition of dissent: he was question-
ing, outspoken, and fiercely independent, and often chafed against authority. 
Growing up, he spent happy days at the family cottage at Birch Point on 

Alan at Birch Point, Sturgeon Lake, c. 1920 | ACCF, 5008.1, box 10, file 72
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Sturgeon Lake (near Bobcaygeon, Ontario) and acquired many practical skills. 
He liked to tinker and invent. He became especially adept at everything con-
nected with the operation and maintenance of automobiles, which became a 
prominent feature of Canadian life in his early years.

In the fall of 1929, having graduated from Harbord Collegiate Institute, 
Alan registered at the Ontario College of Art (OCA),22 where he met and 
courted Ruth Isabell Brown, who had been born in Brantford on 20 March 
1910, the daughter of George Pritchard and Mabel Isabella (née Ante) Brown. 

Alan (standing, second from right) at Harbord Collegiate Institute, 1929 |  
ACCF, 5008.1, box 10, file 72

One of Alan’s many extracurricular interests while studying at the Ontario 
College of Art | ACCF, 5008.1, box 10, file 59
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The Collier-Cavallo enterprise | ACCF 5008.1, box 10, file 59

George Brown, a professional engineer, worked in Brantford for Waterous 
Engine Works and was known for his expertise on the machinery used in the 
manufacture of pulp and paper. The Browns were Tories and Presbyterians,23 
lived in a big house at 104 West Street, and were well off. Ruth was brought 
up to gentility, in a residence with polished furniture and a set of fine china 
that had sixteen place settings. Though nominally both middle-class families 
(one small business and the other professional/salaried), the Colliers and the 
Browns had very different Depression experiences. In Toronto, the Colliers 
struggled to make do, while in Brantford the Browns continued to prosper. 
For Alan and Ruth, though, the path of love and affection was smooth. Once 
they met, they quickly became devoted to one another. Both keenly inter-
ested in their formal studies at OCA, they were also very active in college life. 
Diaries Alan kept for part of his student days – he was already a remorseless 
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Alan (seated left) and Ruth  
with friends  | ACCF, 5119.2, 
box 5, file 8

The camp at Deux Rivières, Ontario | ACCF, 5119.2, box 5, file 8
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record keeper – give a vivid account of all this.24 In Toronto, Ruth first lived 
at the Young Women’s Christian Association, but eventually she and a group 
of OCA friends lived at the Clovelly Inn, 142 Bloor Street West, in Yorkville; 
it became a favourite destination for Alan, who continued to live with his 
parents. In the 1932 issue of The Tangent, the OCA student annual, Alan and 
fellow student Bruno Cavallo advertised a business that sold art supplies.

Graduating from OCA in 1933 with the AOCA designation (Diploma of 
Associate of the Ontario College of Art) at the very bottom of the Depression 
and with the family business under threat, Alan faced bleak employment 
prospects. That summer, however, through a family connection with Ontario 
lands and forests minister William Finlayson, a quite different prospect 
opened up for him: the chance to go sketching in Northern Ontario while 
staying at a highway work camp the province had opened at Deux Rivières, 
near North Bay.25 Alan jumped at this opportunity, hitchhiked to North Bay 
with his Brantford art school chum John Kopacsi (from there they completed 
the journey on the CPR transcontinental), and stayed at Deux Rivières for 
twenty days. There he painted, lived in the “Shack of the Eight Racketeers” 
(another bunkhouse was dubbed “Bennett’s Henchmen,” again in honour of 
the embattled prime minister), ate at the staff table, grew a moustache, and 
kept Ruth up to date on his adventures by post.26 He also discovered and 
became enthralled by the hobo way of life, so much so that at the end of their 
stay in the camp he and Kopacsi rode freight trains and hitchhiked down to 
Quebec City and (after tramping around Île d’Orléans) back to Montreal. 
Alan then hitchhiked back to Toronto, where he eventually produced a 
colourful map of the entire “Hike-Hop Tour.” His striking portrait of the 
long-distance swimmer Ruth Tower Corsan27 also dates from this period. In 
the fall of 1933, he made a second visit to Deux Rivières for more sketching.

A 1933 self-portrait shows a chunky, handsome young man with piercing 
eyes, sensuous lips, and an expression of fierce determination. Alan had red-
dish-blond hair and was altogether an imposing figure. In personality, he 
mixed caution with daring and enterprise. He was strong of body, quick of 
mind, and had an artist’s intense commitment to self-knowledge. Engaging 
on the outside, he was steely underneath. He knew his own mind and was 
purposeful and direct. As a painter, he was drawn to portraiture, but he was 
also steeped in the traditions of Canadian landscape art, the genre for which 
he is now best known. He was constructively self-critical and was determined 
to carve out for himself a career as a full-time artist. This, however, was an 
ambition he was not to realize for many years.

While Alan was on the road in the summer of 1933, Ruth was working her 
way through personal difficulty. During the previous academic year, which 
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Details from Alan’s map of his 
1933 tour with John Kopacsi | 
ACCF, F5-D-7–4
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Alan’s 1933 self-portrait, 20.3 
× 12.2 cm, pen and ink on 
paper | Collection of Peter 
Neary and Hilary Bates Neary

should have been her final year at OCA, she had been forced to abandon her 
studies because of her mother’s death on 26 January 1933.28 When her life set-
tled down, she desperately wanted to rejoin her Toronto circle and complete 
her academic program, but was now torn between her desire for personal ful-
filment and her sense of family obligation, as a daughter and only child, to 
her widower father. One outspoken aunt made plain her view that it would 
be a waste of money for Ruth to continue her education, but George Brown 
thought differently.29 A housekeeper was found for 104 West Street, and soon 
after his return from Deux Rivières, Alan drove down to Brantford and squired 
Ruth and a friend back to Toronto and the Clovelly Inn. For the moment, all 
was well.

While Ruth was busy again at OCA, Alan shared a studio with Bruno 
Cavallo, but gainful employment eluded him through the winter of 1933– 
34 and he continued to collect a weekly allowance of two dollars from his 
father.30 After Ruth graduated with an honours diploma in interior decorat-
ing, she went home to Brantford, where she eventually ran a studio shop. She 
and Alan saw one another whenever possible, but correspondence now be-
came the lifeblood of their relationship. It would be many years before they 
lived in the same city again. In May 1934, with his mother laid up, Alan took 
over domestic duties (including dinner preparation and dishwashing) at home 
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Ruth en route with Alan to Red Rock, Ontario, 
August 1933 | ACCF, 5119.2, box 5, file 8

in return for board and $2.50 a week.31 Soon, though, in consultation with 
Ruth, he was contemplating a fresh start somewhere else. In September 1933, 
his uncle Bert (Herbert Walker Collier),32 head of the Vancouver juvenile 
court, had visited Toronto and given Alan the impression that, through con-
nections, he could find him a job on a steamship.33 With this encouragement 
and increasingly desperate to get traction in the job market, Alan decided to 
head west, breaking the news to his father on 4 June 1934.34 He now also sent 
“Brownie,” his pet name for Ruth, a ring, posting it in a matchbox by regis-
tered mail; when asked by the postal clerk what was in the package, he sheep-
ishly replied that it contained earrings. “I knew I would act very embarrassed,” 
he confided to his diary, “if I had told the truth.”35 “You keep it,” he told 
Ruth, “until I come back and then I will always come to you for it if for noth-
ing else. I’d sooner kiss it and give it to you personally but I’ll kiss it anyway 
and you can pretend I am giving it to you with all my love, every bit that I 
have and it is all for my ... darling.”36
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On 17 July 1934, having sold his motorbike (which he had bought while job 
hunting in the summer of 1932), Alan had his father drive him out to an im-
portant suburban highway junction,37 where he hit the road, hitchhiking his 
way west and keeping a photographic record of his travels. His first stop was 
Detroit, where he teamed up with a young Californian named Paul Reichert.38 
Together, they delivered a car to Los Angeles for Coon and Co., a Detroit car 
agency. Reichert, Alan reported on 19 July, “is a fairly nice guy and so far we 
have got along quite well ... He is only 18 but acts older and gets away with it. 
He is going in for mechanical engineering and is quite smart along mechan-
ical lines and knows all about cars. He is a fairly good driver but needs more 
experience and is kind of weak on city driving. We don’t talk much to each 
other and he knows absolutely nothing about art and most of his mechanical 
talk is above my head.”39 That first night out, the pair slept in a field near 

104 West Street, Brantford, with sign for Ruth’s Studio Shop |  
ACCF, 5119.2, box 10, file 2
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Peru, Indiana. The second night was spent in a ditch near Rolla, Missouri, 
and the third night in a stable at Cisco, Texas. From there the travel lers bivou-
acked in Sierra Blanca, Texas (where they slept in a boxcar); Globe, Arizona; 
and El Centro, California, pulling into Los Angeles at noon on 26 July.40 There, 
Alan stayed with his cousin Clarence Smith (Uncle Bert’s son Elmer also lived 
in the city).

Having seen the sights, he hit the road again on 12 August and hitchhiked 
to Vancouver, landing five days later at 2231 Blenheim Street, the home of 
Uncle Bert and Aunt Millie.41 While staying with them, Alan saw much of 
their daughter Lucie and her husband, Harold Brown (also known, coinci-
dentally, as “Brownie”), a district manager for Procter and Gamble. He also 
visited with his uncle Tom (Collier) and aunt Bella, who lived in New 
Westminster. Pleasant as all this was, though, his search for work proved  
futile. Alan was assisted in this round of job hunting by Bert Collier’s assist-
ant, probation officer A.J. Capon,42 who was well connected in the city. On 
this occasion, Capon was unable to deliver the goods. Finally, with both 
Uncle Bert and his assistant about to retire and the former planning a family 

From Alan’s album  
of his 1934–35 western 
adventures | ACCF, 
5008.9, box 4, file 32

Car that Alan and Paul 
Reichert drove from 
Detroit to Los Angeles, 
July 1934 | ACCF, 5008.9, 
box 4, file 32
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At Sierra Blanca, 
Texas, with well-
wisher, 23 July 1934 | 
ACCF, 5008.9, box 4, 
file 32 

Alan (right) and his cousin Clarence, Vista, California, July 1934 | ACCF, 5008.9, 
box 4, file 32
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visit to California, Alan was abruptly brought to a classic decision point in the 
Canadian calendar, then and now: where to spend the winter. He opted to go 
on relief, with his way into the Bennett government’s camp system eased by 
Capon. Going on relief made sense to Alan for several reasons. As a relief stiff, 
he could stay in British Columbia at no cost to himself or his family while 
finding opportunity to paint, something he very much wanted to do. 
Undoubtedly, too, setting forth into the interior of the province also appealed 
to his young man’s sense of adventure. Though unemployed, Alan turned to 
public assistance more out of convenience than absolute necessity; he could 
have gone home to Toronto to live again with his parents, but he was ripe for 
new experience. Nevertheless, he sought to avoid the stigma of relief, making 
sure that in Ontario only Ruth and his immediate family knew what he was 
doing in British Columbia. From Toronto, Vic Collier, struggling to keep the 
family business afloat, expressed shock that one of his sons had gone on re-
lief.43 This was not the Collier way – but soon enough Alan’s nearest and 
dearest accepted the new reality of his life, which began on the evening of 
September 17, with his departure, by train and at public expense, for 
Revelstoke, where the headquarters of one camp district was located.

***

Alan’s 1934 self-portrait, 
51 × 41 cm, oil on board | 
Collection of Ian Munro 
Collier
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While on relief, Alan wrote Ruth 108 letters: 18 from Camp 506, 55 from 
Camp 376, and 35 from Camp 378.44 They are framed in this volume by the 
letters he wrote her from Vancouver immediately before he went into the 
camp system and immediately after his return from the interior of the prov-
ince. An indefatigable correspondent, Alan also wrote regularly from the 
camps to his parents and, on occasion, to his Vancouver relatives and various 
eastern friends who kept in touch; in December 1934 alone he wrote thirty-
eight letters. A number of his letters to Ruth are illustrated with diagrams and 
thumbnail sketches. Alan was interested in the people he encountered, not 
only for their thoughts, words, and actions, but for their anatomical selves. 
When he took a dislike to one military officer who came through on a tour of 
inspection, he included a wicked sketch of him in his account to Ruth of the 
encounter.45 According to a detailed list he kept of his artistic oeuvre, the first 
entry of which (#1 Revelstoke Group) dates from 23 September 1934, Alan 
completed sixty-one pictures while living in the camps.46 In terms of his de-
velopment as an artist, going on relief was fruitful.

At root, of course, his missives to Brantford were love letters, and, within 
the bounds of Anglo-Canadian Protestant respectability, they smoulder, with 
sexuality surfacing here and there. Playful references to spanking and to run-
ning his fingers through Ruth’s hair speak for themselves. Alan was longing to 
marry, but, given the conventions of his time and class, could do this only if 
he had gainful work and could support his spouse. Living together outside 
the bounds of marriage, the solution of many Canadians of a later time, was 
beyond contemplation. In fact, Alan and Ruth had to wait six more years 
before they were legally united.

In excerpting and editing the letters, I have used ellipses to produce an ab-
breviated and flowing text, altered paragraph structure here and there, changed 
spelling and capitalization to achieve consistency of usage, adjusted punctua-
tion, corrected obvious errors, used italics as required, and added words and 
letters (shown in square brackets) to ensure clarity. My changes are in the in-
terest of accessibility and easy reading and in no way alter the meaning of 
what Alan wrote. To keep the focus on events rather than people, I have ab-
breviated some names, while silently dropping others for consistency and flow; 
in the same spirit, I have (again, here and there) silently added name informa-
tion, using abbreviations, sometimes giving first names only, and some times 
substituting a first name for a surname or vice versa. In all this, my purpose 
has been to keep straight a big, floating cast of characters, some with assumed 
names. In selecting from the letters, I have sought to highlight administrative 
practice and evidence of agency (that is to say, individual and collective self-
assertion) among the relief stiffs. In the interest of scholarly comprehensiveness 
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and to facilitate further research in the Alan Collier Fonds, I will deposit with 
the Queen’s University Archives, for use by the staff of that repository, the 
rough transcript of the entire correspondence I used in preparing the edition. 
That transcript (including my headings) runs to about 281,000 words, while 
this edition (again including headings) runs to about 120,000 words. The ap-
pendix included in this volume reproduces a glossary of hobo and relief camp 
terms I found in Alan’s papers.

Readers of the excerpts I have chosen will encounter in passing the lan-
guage of racism, homophobia, ableism, nativism, anti-Semitism, sectarianism, 
and intolerance. These usages, and others found in his relief camp corres-
pondence, were not particular to Alan but were part of the Anglo-Canadian 
cultural milieu of the period. In the case of homophobic language, Alan may 
have been using it to assert his own manliness. He could be considerate of the 
fellows he so described, and there is no reference in the letters to actual 
homosexual activity in the enforced homosocial environment of the camps. 
While resident at Camp 376 (Tappen), Alan seems never to have explored the 
nearby Shuswap (Secwepemc) First Nations community; rather, he looked 
down on its residents, and condemned fellow stiffs who consorted with 
Indigenous women. Readers should note, though, that they are reading the 
Alan of his mid-twenties.47 As his life went on, and as activists (eventually 
including Alan himself ) and events spurred Canada to become a more inclu-
sive, diverse, and tolerant country, he welcomed this change for the better. I 
seek to understand Collier in the context of his life and times, while making 
available to readers a unique and compelling narrative of the Great Depression. 
Historians enter the past through many doors and windows. One of them 
involves “using the contemporary record to work out how people judged and 
understood events while they were unfolding around them and before they 
knew the eventual outcome.”48 This is my approach here.

On 14 July 1934, just before heading west, Alan explained to Ruth that he 
planned to give up keeping a diary while on the road and would instead put 
into letters to her what a diary might otherwise contain:

Unless something unexpected turns up this will be the last letter I will write 
you from home for goodness knows how long. As I was sitting here trying to 
figure out about what I was going to write, I devised a scheme for writing to 
you while I am away. I hope it meets with your approval. I had intended 
taking along my diary so that I would have a record of my journey, a thing 
that I unfortunately did not do last summer. Then I thought that instead of 
doing that I would just write to you, telling what & where I did things while 
away and you could keep them and have a complete record and probably 
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more interesting than the journal would be that I would make for myself. 
My journal-diary that I have kept is just plain facts with nothing else and is 
not very interesting except to myself. Now I have combined both ideas. I’ll 
take along my journal which is a loose leaf note book and with it a good 
number of refills. Instead of keeping it with me, I’ll send the pages from the 
journal to you and you can keep them in much better form than if just writ-
ten on ordinary letter paper such as this. That will also save me time as I 
won’t have to write the journal and letters to you also. You can easily cut a 
piece of mounting board or something like that to make a cover for the pages 
and you ought to be able to scare up a couple of loose leaf rings to hold then 
all together. If you want to get a note book the same as the one I will carry  
it is a “Loose Leaf Science Note Book,” “Arranged by G.A. Cline M.A.” and 
made by Copp Clark Co. Ltd. You could probably get one at one of your 
local stores that sell school supplies. Perhaps sometimes I’ll just be able to 
scribble off a card. I thought perhaps you could sort of stick then in sort of 
scrap book style. Even if I don’t get a chance to write you every second day 
as we do now I’ll at least be able to put something in the journal for each  
day and then I can send it to you as soon as I can. I get a big kick out of 
reading my old diary of several years ago and I think it would be great to be 
able to read of this trip years from now.49

In effect, what my edition does is turn his relief camp letters to her back into 
a diary. It is, therefore, very much in the spirit of what the author intended. 
To help readers along, I have added here and there explanatory and context-
ual footnotes to the excerpts I have chosen. As they follow Alan’s account of 
his life as a relief stiff, readers may also wish to consult the lists of principal 
persons and abbreviations at the front of this book, as well as the index.

Alan Collier was on the scene in British Columbia during the historic 
events that led to the On-to-Ottawa Trek, but he opposed Communism,  
denounced the Relief Camp Workers Union, had a low opinion of Slim 
Evans, and predicted failure for the uprising of stiffs that began in the spring 
of 1935. In his own words, we meet him here in September 1934 as he prepares 
to depart Vancouver for the interior, and we leave him just after his return to 
that end-of-rail city in May 1935.

notes
 1  For overviews of the period, see Kenneth McNaught, “The 1930s,” in The Canadians, 1867–

1967, ed. J.M.S. Careless and R. Craig Brown (Toronto: Macmillan, 1967), 236–74; H. Blair 
Neatby, The Politics of Chaos: Canada in the Thirties (Toronto: Macmillan, 1972); Michiel 
Horn, ed., The Dirty Thirties: Canadians in the Great Depression (Toronto: Copp Clark, 
1972) and The Depression in Canada: Responses to Economic Crisis (Toronto: Copp Clark, 
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