
12
Christopher Chanco / Refugees, Humanitarian Internationalism, 

and the Jewish Labour Committee of Canada 1945–1952

Christopher Chanco

Refugees, Humanitarian Internationalism, and the 
Jewish Labour Committee of Canada 1945–1952



13Canadian Jewish Studies / Études juives canadiennes, vol. 30, 2020

Abstract

This article examines the humanitarian internationalism of the Jewish Labour 
Committee of Canada (JLC) between 1938 and 1952. Throughout WWII, the 
JLC sent aid to European resistance movements, and in its aftermath participated 
in the “garment workers’ schemes,” a series of immigration projects that resettled 
thousands of displaced persons in Canada. Undertaken independently by the Jew-
ish-Canadian community, with the assistance of trade unions, the projects worked 
to overcome tight border restrictions and early Cold War realpolitik. In doing so, the 
JLC united Jewish institutions, trade unionists, social democrats, and anti-fascists 
across Europe and North America. It also acted in a pivotal moment in the evo-
lution of Canada’s refugee system and domestic attitudes toward racism. As such, 
the JLC’s history is a microcosm for the shifting nature of relations between Jews, 
Canada, and the left writ large.

Résumé

Cet article examine l’internationalisme humanitaire du Jewish Labour Com-
mittee du Canada (JLC) entre 1938 et 1952. Tout au long de la Deuxième Guerre 
mondiale, le JLC a envoyé de l’aide aux mouvements de résistance européens et a 
participé, après l’armistice, aux « garment workers’ schemes », une série de projets 
d’immigration qui ont permis de réinstaller des milliers de personnes déplacées au 
Canada. Entrepris indépendamment par la communauté juive canadienne et avec 
l’aide de syndicats, ces projets ont permis de surmonter les restrictions frontalières 
et la realpolitik du début de la guerre froide. Ce faisant, le JLC a réuni des institu-
tions juives, des syndicalistes, des sociaux-démocrates et des antifascistes de toute 
l’Europe et de l’Amérique du Nord. Il a également agi à un moment charnière de 
l’évolution du système canadien d’octroi de l’asile et des attitudes de la population 
à l’égard du racisme. En tant que telle, l’histoire du JLC est un microcosme de la 
nature changeante des relations entre les Juifs, le Canada et la gauche au sens large.

Canada’s rejection of refugees throughout the Second World War earned it a rep-
utation for having one of the worst humanitarian records among western democ-
racies at the time. In None Is Too Many, Irving Abella and Harold Troper describe 
the implications of Canada’s exclusionary immigration system for the displaced in 
general and Jews in particular.1 Through collective action, effective organization, and 
some luck, the Jewish Canadian community extended aid to Jewish refugees, facil-
itating their resettlement in the war’s aftermath. However, accounts of this period 
have tended to focus on one section of the community, centred around the Canadian 
Jewish Congress (CJC) and the Jewish Immigrant Aid Society (JIAS), while smaller 
organizations like the Canadian Jewish Labour Committee (JLC) have yet to receive 
sustained attention.2 
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More recent oral history and archival initiatives point to the diversity of actors 
involved in efforts like the Tailor’s Project, one of a number of garment workers’ 
schemes that helped resettle thousands of displaced persons (DPs) in Canada.3

This article foregrounds the role of the JLC in these schemes, while briefly retrac-
ing the origins of the organization and its humanitarian efforts during the war. In 
doing so, the article responds to appeals to push the field of Canadian Jewish studies 
in new directions through a more critical approach to communal organizations 
across the political spectrum.4 In the Canadian labour historiography, coverage of 
the JLC has been limited to its work on pivotal anti-discrimination legislation and 
civil rights campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s.5 I would argue that the networks and 
relationships the JLC had forged in its early years, and especially over the course of 
the garment workers’ schemes, laid the foundations for cooperation between it and 
the Canadian labour movement on anti-racism and human rights campaigns that 
lasted up to the 1970s.6 

This article also adds to efforts to internationalize Jewish history.7 Despite the com-
plex geopolitical and organizational constraints within which it operated, the JLC 
sustained networks of political support and funding in a way that allowed it to bring 
together a range of actors with otherwise competing interests across Europe and 
North America.

Finally, the JLC’s humanitarian internationalism helps us situate the Jewish refugee 
crisis within a canvas that juxtaposes histories of organized labour and humanitar-
ianism with that of the Canadian Jewish community. From the beginning, the JLC 
tapped into the Jewish community’s collective identity as a minority and a diaspora 
in Canada while being immersed in labour organizing. If the JLC enjoyed strong 
ties with the trade unions and Canadian social democrats, it also had a foot in the 
mainstream of the Jewish community represented by the CJC and other Jewish 
communal organizations. Members of the JLC articulated a unique sense of them-
selves and of their place in this country that inspired their humanitarian, labour, 
and anti-fascist politics. 

The JLC and the Crisis of European Jewry

Jewish labour leaders founded the JLC in New York in 1934, before expanding into 
Montreal two years later. The initial phase involved establishing connections in Can-
ada, with the JLC operating until 1938 as an extension of the American branch.8 In 
Canada, the JLC reached out to first- and second-generation émigrés involved in 
the Workmen’s Circle, the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF), as well 
as major unions like the International Lady Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) and 



15Canadian Jewish Studies / Études juives canadiennes, vol. 30, 2020

the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA).9 Worth mentioning are 
Maishe Lewis, Michael Rubinstein, Bernard Shane, and Kalmen Kaplansky, each of 
whom occupied various positions in the JLC’s leadership until the 1960s.10 

In her work on the American JLC, Catherine Collomp notes its extensive relationship 
with organized labour in the United States and the European antifascist resistance.11 
These transnational connections proved essential to the success of its humanitarian 
operations on behalf of Jewish refugees.12 

The history of the JLC cannot be understood apart from the political formation of its 
members in labour politics and the traditions of Jewish socialism, including Bundism 
and Labour Zionism, broadly defined.13 It was linked to a vibrant labour movement 
enriched by the cross-fertilization of ideologies and organizational techniques be-
tween Europe and North America.14 Carrying faint echoes of the Bund’s own ap-
proach to organizing in the old country, the JLC positioned itself as a non-sectarian 
organization, “in the everyday party sense,” by which it meant that it embraced “all 
the various democratic and labour trends in the Jewish labour movement.”15

The JLC’s trajectory in the years that followed would be marked by its dual charac-
ter as a political party and a relief organization.16 At its founding convention in 1934, 
sending aid to labour organizations in Europe, Jewish or otherwise, was foremost 
in its agenda. Anxious not to duplicate the work of other Jewish organizations, like 
the much larger American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (the “Joint”) or the 
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), the JLC saw its main strength in the trade 
unions. In the United States, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and Congress 
of Industrial Organizations (CIO) responded to the JLC’s appeals by donating up to 
USD 150,000 to its relief fund. This allowed it to channel direct support to the Euro-
pean underground resistance, through its network among members of the “demo-
cratic labour movement” in Scandinavia, France, and Poland.17

The ideological background of the JLC’s founders informed the nature of its response 
to the rise of fascism in Europe and to appeals for solidarity from across the ocean. In 
1938, it sent thousands of dollars to various organizations in Poland, including schools 
and orphanages run by the Bund.18 But by September 1939, the Soviet Union and Nazi 
Germany had occupied Poland, dividing the country between themselves.19 

Canada’s entry into the war in the same year reinvigorated the Canadian JLC’s fund-
raising drive. As a registered war charity, the JLC Fund channelled donations from 
trade unionists and members of the Jewish community through the Canadian Red 
Cross, the Imperial Order of the Daughters of the Empire and other charitable or-
ganizations.20 The JLC also worked with the CCF in raising awareness on the threats 
posed by fascism, on one hand, and Soviet communism on the other.21 By 1942, how-
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ever, the Canadian JLC coordinated with the Canadian Aid to Russia Fund, which 
transmitted donations of clothing, food, and medical equipment to the Soviet Union. 
After the capture of several European cities by the Soviets from the Nazis, growing 
numbers of refugees, many of Polish Jewish origin, were in need of aid in DP camps 
located in Russia. In the context of the united front, the “Aid to Soviet Russia” cam-
paign represented a massive humanitarian effort.22

The JLC’s campaigns to raise funds in Canada drew on the experiences of European 
Jews. One typical appeal in 1943 adopts almost Biblical overtones, urging people to 
support the resistance with “the means of deliverance . . . to continue their heroic 
fight against Hitler.”23 Despite difficult economic circumstances, unionists contrib-
uted up to a day’s wages in response to such appeals. Through the JLC, their do-
nations reached European resistance movements and organizations providing aid 
to growing numbers of the displaced.24 Those donations included up to a ton of 
clothing per month.25 JLC appeals emphasized the success of the European resistance 
in saving “tens of thousands of Jews from the Warsaw Ghetto alone, who are now 
in hiding, aided by the non-Jewish population.”26 The donations of the Canadian 
unions and Jewish organizations reached thousands of dollars throughout the war, 
channelled increasingly through the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Ad-
ministration (UNRRA).27 

In addition to aid, the JLC planned to resettle their European contacts in North 
America. In 1939, the JLC in New York drafted a list of names known to US immi-
gration officials as “The AFL list”.28 The list had been redrafted several times over the 
course of the war. Their Canadian counterparts kept track of the same list and sug-
gested names of their own. The JLC appealed to the humanitarian sympathies of the 
Canadian government, vouching for the people on their list based on shared values. 
Despite an apparently hopeless situation, the JLC took the long-view, presenting 
a narrative of solidarity with those who would rebuild Western democracy on the 
ruins of the Third Reich: “if brought to freedom and safety from extermination, the 
gifts of intellect, courage and experience of these people will be once more at the 
service of democracy both here and after the war in their own Countries.”29 There 
were also more pragmatic reasons to frame these appeals as they did. Writing in 1942 
to Canada’s then Deputy Minister of Mines and Resources, tasked with processing 
immigration claims, the JLC nevertheless felt compelled to stress that the “most rig-
orous scrutiny of the record of these men and women proves them to be unques-
tionable opponents of any kind of totalitarian philosophy.”30 If members of the JLC 
took great pains to emphasize that none of them were communists, they also had to 
reassure authorities that they were not prioritizing their own kin. 

Anticipating the Nazi occupation of France in 1940, the JLC in New York through 
their allies in the AFL, convinced the Roosevelt administration to accept around 1,200 
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of these individuals into the US.31 They managed to do so before the borders closed in 
1942. As the US at this time proved more amenable to immigration of any sort than 
Canada, many of the refugees arrived in New York, before both countries sealed off 
their borders entirely.32 But the fact that they succeeded at all in guaranteeing safe 
passage to North America for most of them is remarkable.33 Looking back at this 
moment years later, it would be a point of pride for Michael Rubinstein, the first 
chairperson of the JLC in Quebec, that the “majority of those rescued were not Jews. 
We did not ask them their nationality or ethnic origin—their passport was their love 
of freedom and proven service to humanity.”34 

Profiles on the lists convey, even in their brevity, a sense of urgency on behalf of 
comrades stranded in France.35 The other asylum seekers shared similar trajectories 
of exile. Those not captured by Vichy officials or the Gestapo sought refuge in the 
unoccupied south of France. From there, a few managed to travel to Spain before 
reaching the main port of exit in Lisbon, where a JLC representative was stationed. 
The JLC promised to support the refugees financially upon their arrival in either 
Montreal or New York.36 In Canada, the JLC tapped their networks within local Jew-
ish communities in various cities to support those who arrived. The CJC provided 
financial assistance to what it classified as the “Labour Committee cases,” while the 
JLC helped match them with jobs and housing, prefiguring the kind of collaboration 
and support extended to DPs after the war.37 On this matter, relations between the 
CJC and the JLC were not always smooth. A letter from Saul Hayes, then National 
Director of the CJC, threatened the reduction of allowances to several “proteges of 
the JLC” who had managed to make it to Canada just before the outbreak of war.38 
He urged them to seek employment as the CJC had strained its resources to the limit 
with the refugees they had helped sponsor.39 A more sustainable scheme of cooper-
ation in the resettlement and integration of Jewish refugees would have to wait until 
after the war.

Post-war Canada and the DPs

By the end of 1945, the JLC’s most important work still lay ahead with tens of thou-
sands displaced. Among them were Jews who continued streaming into camps after 
instances of persecution persisted, especially in Eastern Europe. In Poland, the case 
of the Kielce pogrom drew the special attention of the JLC as it targeted many al-
ready traumatized survivors within the Jewish community and local members of the 
Bund.40 As a result, many Jewish DPs hoped to leave Europe behind entirely, moving 
to Palestine or North America.41

UNRRA’s chequered career complicated matters. The overburdened agency tasked 
with managing the DP camps faced controversies over mismanagement.42 Allied mil-
itary authorities sparred with UNRRA over jurisdiction of the camps spread across 
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the French, British, American, and Soviet zones of Germany.43 Meanwhile, debates 
persisted over whom best fit the arbitrary definitions of displaced person or refu-
gee.44 The British were initially reluctant to assign any special status to Jews in the 
DP camps, as it reminded them too much of Nazi racial policy, instead lumping them 
together with their co-nationals by country of origin. But doing so meant overlook-
ing the specific needs of the most vulnerable and inspired conflict between Jew-
ish and non-Jewish DPs from the same country.45 Reports of crime and in-fighting 
among Europe’s traumatized DPs soon filled the popular press. Jews were accused of 
being “infiltrees,” competing for aid with DPs of other ethnic backgrounds.46 

By 1947, the DP camps had become a financial burden. For Western governments 
that had supplied the most funding for UNRRA, they had to be dismantled at some 
point because aid could not be supplied to the DPs indefinitely. Jewish DPs who had 
fled to Soviet-occupied territories during the war had an especially difficult time. In 
Poland, Jewish socialist organizers had tried to escape both the Nazis and the Soviets. 
After the war, they found themselves stranded in camps, separated from their fami-
lies, among thousands of other refugees.47 There Jews were subject to both racialized 
treatment as well as the obligation, for those considered Polish nationals, to return 
to Communist Poland as part of efforts to repopulate the Soviet bloc.48 The trouble 
was that many Jews from Poland had been pressed into fighting for the Soviets, and 
in the ensuing chaos they too were suspected of being communists and consequently 
viewed with suspicion in the DP camps or subject to repatriation.49 Since the Yalta 
Conference of 1945, British and American authorities assisted with repatriation of 
people unwilling to return to Eastern Europe.50 They also closely monitored the ac-
tivities of Jewish organizations supporting those who wanted to resettle in Palestine 
or North America.51 While the British restricted Jewish immigration to Mandate 
Palestine, for a time, Soviet authorities actively encouraged Jewish immigration there 
as part of efforts to compete for influence with the west.52 The reversal of Soviet 
support for Israel in 1949 coincided with a crackdown on Jewish institutions and on 
emigration from countries behind the Iron Curtain.53 

Realpolitik left little room for optimism for Jewish DPs across Europe. Most re-
mained at the behest of countries like Canada with a poor record for taking them. 
Since the 1930s, Canada’s de facto closed border policy had much public support.54 
During the war, it preferred to keep its hands clean of “enemy aliens” from all sides. 
Citizens of Japanese and German descent were targeted for internment on Canadian 
soil, even as the country closed its doors to Europe’s Jews.55 When devastating images 
of the DP camps started flowing in, public sympathy was difficult to maintain. An 
October 1946 Gallup poll surveyed whether Canada should welcome Jewish refugees 
who had attempted to enter Palestine under the noses of the British authorities and 
were locked up in internment camps. Across sectors and regions, the survey revealed 
very little sympathy for their cause on the part of over half (61%) of the Canadian 
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population.56 At best, most Canadians were ambivalent on the matter.

At high policy levels there appeared to be more openness to reforming the country’s 
immigration system and its intake of refugees. Between 1946 and 1948, the Senate 
created the Standing Committee on Immigration and Labour. The Committee in-
cluded Canadians who had worked as administrators in the DP camps for UNRRA 
and became vocal advocates for a more liberal immigration policy in the post-war 
period.57 Concerns over DPs and immigration policy overlapped with discussions 
over Canada’s international obligations since the end of the war. Federal leader of the 
CCF and a close ally of the JLC, Major James “MJ” Coldwell had long been calling for 
the country to support UNRRA and international institutions as a safeguard against 
isolationist nationalism that had led to global conflict.58 His opinions converged with 
members of the Department of External Affairs, concerned with Canada’s image in 
the world, and military officials who had served during the war.59 Together, these 
individuals insisted on stronger engagement with relief and reconstruction efforts in 
Europe, in line with the country’s new commitments under the International Refu-
gee Organization (IRO), which took over from UNRRA in 1947.60 

Pressure to lift immigration restrictions could stem from less altruistic motivations: 
the post-war economic boom saw growing demand for workers by industry. In 1946, 
the Canadian government floated the idea of recruiting DPs to address labour short-
ages in the steel, lumber, and paper mill industries, after consultations with unions 
and employers from those sectors. In the fall of 1947, the Department of Mines and 
Resources, with the Department of Labour, had prepared for the admission of 20,000 
people from the DP camps.61 By January 1948, at least 9,000 of those had arrived in 
Canada, with the rest expected to come in May.62 To assuage concerns about the 
logistics of transporting and resettling DPs, the government had developed a sys-
tematic approach to handle the influx of people, through what were called “group 
labour movements.”63 In what was essentially a recruitment drive in the DP camps, 
several teams representing both labour and management had been sent over to Ger-
many and Austria, seeking prospective workers. Coordinating with Canadian offi-
cials based in Heidelberg and London, the IRO facilitated the selection of potential 
immigrants, who went through a strenuous medical examination process both in the 
camps and upon arrival in Canada.64 

However, the teams sent by the Canadian government to the DP camps sought 
workers that fit the requirements of the mining and timber industries, following the 
racial biases stated explicitly in existing immigration law.65 These earlier schemes fa-
voured Eastern European Christians and others who had experience as lumberjacks 
and miners.66 Nonetheless, they presented an opportunity for those in the Canadian 
Jewish community who considered developing a similar model. They could appeal to 
the sympathies of Canadian officials and the public in a pragmatic fashion, offering 
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to address labour shortages in the clothing industry. At the same time, they would 
agree to set limits on the numbers of people Canada could accommodate. But they 
would insist on a post-war immigration policy based strictly on domestic economic 
needs; in other words, one that did not discriminate on racial grounds.67 The mes-
sage was as simple as it was utilitarian: refugees could become workers in garment 
factories. If, as they suspected, it turned out that most of them were Jewish, then all 
the better.

The Garment Workers’ Projects

Under the auspices of the CJC, chaired by Hayes, the JLC, JIAS, and industry rep-
resentatives met to organise the first in a series of garment workers’ schemes that 
they called the Tailor’s Project.68 The idea of recruiting Jews as tailors made sense 
in that they made up a conspicuous proportion of employees in the clothing sector 
in Toronto and Montreal. The JLC reasoned that Jews likewise accounted for a high 
proportion of workers in the European garment industry; and in any event, Jewish 
DPs would likely have some knowledge of tailoring.69 In addition, many of the labour 
organizers on the JLC/AFL list had worked in the garment unions.70 Like the CJC, the 
JLC had received numerous requests from local Jewish organizations to help secure 
permits for DPs hoping to be resettled in Canada, where they could work in the gar-
ment sector.71 Finally, the Joint’s Paris office had also conducted a survey of DPs that 
confirmed the JLC’s instincts: of the over 200,000 DPs they surveyed, 16% professed 
some involvement in the “needle trades,” leaving a pool of about 38,000 potential 
candidates for selection.72 

Deliberations between the CJC, JIAS, and the JLC resulted in an arrangement that 
included representatives from both organized labour and industry. In these excep-
tional circumstances, ethnic solidarities could prevail over earlier class frictions.73 
Max Enkin, a business representative from the Men’s Clothing Manufacturers As-
sociation of Montreal and a CJC member, worked with establishments like the Mon-
treal-based Tip Top Tailors company that agreed to absorb a proportion of DPs able 
to work in their factories and shops. Samuel Posluns, president of the United Jewish 
Welfare Fund (UJWF) and associated with the cloak manufacturers of Toronto, pro-
posed a similar scheme for the city.74 

The JLC, in turn, ensured that the garment unions would be on board with the 
resettlement projects; a task made easier by the fact that leading organizers in the 
ACWA and the ILGWU were Jewish. Their personal ties with government officials 
also facilitated approval for the projects.75 Kalmen Kaplansky and Maishe Lewis, who 
occupied positions in the JLC’s leadership, corresponded with the CCF’s MJ Coldwell 
who, consistent with his support for Canada’s involvement in international humani-



21Canadian Jewish Studies / Études juives canadiennes, vol. 30, 2020

tarianism, lobbied Parliament on behalf of the operation, while organizing meetings 
between the garment unions and immigration officials.76 Samuel Herbst, a labour 
organizer for the ILGWU in Winnipeg, established some rapport with fellow Win-
nipeg local, Arthur McNamara.77 As Deputy Minister of Labour, McNamara oversaw 
the labour immigration schemes, and approved the delegations sent to collect DPs in 
the British Zone in Germany.78 

The names of the schemes consequently reflected the unions and industries involved 
in what would come to be known as the Tailors’, Furriers’, Dressmakers’, and Millinery 
Workers’ projects.79 As the first of the schemes, the Tailor’s Project became a model 
for the subsequent campaigns carried out between 1947 and 1952.

In the meantime, the JLC referred to the refugee lists they had drafted during the 
war, with many revisions along the way.80 Jews in the US quickly received word of the 
Canadian government’s labour immigration schemes. Some of them, frustrated by 
the latest American deadlock over the DP problem, looked to Canada as an alterna-
tive for their friends and relatives still stranded in the camps. The New York JLC of-
fice passed enquiries of those who had heard of the Tailor’s Project on to their Mon-
treal colleagues.81 The JLC and its union affiliates were receiving such letters from 
the spring of 1947 up until the winter of 1948. Despite these appeals, the JLC could not 
promise anything, even for those on their own lists. The selection process in the DP 
camps allowed for limited control over whom they could recruit. At the last minute, 
the Immigration Branch of the Department of Mines and Resources even imposed 
a “60-40” quota, ensuring that Jews accounted for only 40% of all DPs selected from 
the camps.82 While that was later changed to a 50-50 ratio, this was only the start of a 
string of bureaucratic hurdles that the “travelling circus,” as Kaplansky described the 
delegations later, faced.83 Fortunately, these restrictions proved less rigid than they 
appeared on paper, as the Tailor’s Project team would realize when they first made 
their rounds in the camps in the fall of 1947.

“Through the Eye of a Needle”

In August 1947, the Tailor’s Project delegation left for the DP camps in Germany.84 
Enkin and Posluns represented the garment manufacturers, while the JLC sent Shane 
and Herbst. After delays in securing clearances to access the camps at the Canadian 
High Commission in London, the delegation moved on to the city of Frankfurt in the 
US Zone. There, the IRO’s local staff instructed them about the protocols for selec-
tion. After negotiating with the IRO, the delegation agreed to draw up to 500 DPs 
from the British Zone, of whom 300 could be Jews. From the US Zone, they could 
recruit 400 potential Jewish tailors and 224 non-Jews. DPs in the Austrian camps 
were divided along similar lines.85 The quotas reflected the proportion of Jews who 
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were in the camps. The IRO wanted to better manage Jewish DPs, as staff struggled 
to solve the influx of Jews and balance the numbers of DPs between camps.86 Not all 
were concentration camp survivors or their relatives. Some had fled persecution in 
Poland well after the war but by this time it had become nearly impossible to dis-
tinguish between them. Left to their own devices, many had joined an illicit trade in 
cigarettes and relief goods. This was by no means limited to Jews, although they were 
characterized as spearheading the black market that had emerged amid the stagnat-
ing conditions of camp life.87 The ports had only recently been opened, allowing for 
unhindered transport of relief goods into Germany.88 Military authorities, Ameri-
can diaspora organizations like the Joint, and the IRO continued wrangling over the 
management and allocation of aid to the DPs.

The real work of sorting through the DPs for potential tailors began in Hanover in 
late September. The selection process itself was overseen by soldiers who took the 
DPs out in batches. For the delegation, it presented a moral quandary. “Imagine the 
situation,” Enkin later recalled, “500 people would go to the examination centre . . . 
and we were only allowed to select 15–20 people. You found yourself like a god, that 
you [can tell people] you can go, but you have to stay.”89 “Few had been left unaffect-
ed,” continued Enkin, by a tragedy that affected so many to such a personal degree.90 
Although they tried to be as objective as possible, Shane and the others referred to 
the lists they had brought with them, hoping largely in vain to find cousins, friends, 
or comrades.

Shane and Herbst gave last-minute lessons in tailoring to those who showed the 
most promise. After a week, the criterion for acceptance was simply to be able to 
hold a needle in one’s hand. In most cases, the delegation picked names as in a lot-
tery. So much was left to chance that for the few who were selected it was like pass-
ing “through the eye of a needle.”91 As for the quota on Jewish tailors: while they 
had accepted it in principle, in practice the realities of the selection process urged 
members of the delegation to play a little loose with the numbers.92 Ultimately, the 
sheer complexity of the operation, including the difficulty of finding non-Jews will-
ing to enter the garment industry, meant that Jews accounted for nearly all those 
they selected in the Tailor Project and in the subsequent immigration schemes. The 
relationships forged between members of the Jewish delegation and the immigra-
tion officials tipped the scales in favour of a more lenient approach.93 Despite some 
having initially “stuck to the letter of the law,” after a few weeks, many brushed aside 
their bureaucratic scruples, and there is little indication that the delegation followed 
the 50-50 quota for the Tailor’s Project.94 In this both the Joint and the IRO staff 
likely had some hand, as they had been involved in the pre-selection of candidates 
screened by the delegation. The Joint had itself been involved in vocational training 
for DPs in the hopes of aiding their resettlement out of post-war Germany.95 
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Of the 3,000 DPs selected by the delegation by the end of October, Enkin confirmed 
that well over half were Jewish.96 “When the selection team returns to Canada,” noted 
a CJC update on the delegation’s activities, “it will report to Mr. McNamara [Deputy 
Minister of Labour] that the percentage ruling will have to be changed”.97 The last 
members of the Tailor’s Project delegation left Europe in late November.98 They 
expected DPs selected by the project to arrive in monthly batches from November 
until the following spring, disembarking on the Beaverbrae and the S.S. Sturgis at the 
Port of Halifax, and moving on to Toronto or Montreal.99 

Those hopes were dashed when the first batch of DPs selected by the Tailor’s Proj-
ect delegation did not include any Jews at all. They had failed the medical exam and 
were replaced with people selected from the other immigration schemes seeking 
farmers, lumberjacks, and domestic workers.100 A Canadian government circular, still 
making its rounds in the camps at the time, excluded Jews from recruitment into 
these sectors. Canadian officers higher up the bureaucracy appear to have insisted 
on the original quota. First, they restricted slots to single adults and families with 
pregnant women, arguing that there was a shortage in housing to host most of them 
upon arrival in Canada.101 The officials also screened out DPs “for political reasons,” 
while denying permits to a further 900 DPs and their relatives who were diagnosed 
with tuberculosis.102 Medical examiners denied visas even to those who had been 
hand-picked by the delegation—they had already turned away some of the elderly 
and infirm—and had reached official processing centres in Paris, Rome, and London. 

Shane and the others expected these rejections and for this reason had listed down 
about a thousand more individuals than they were authorized to select. Their fears 
proved well founded. “Both of us know that a lot of headaches are connected with the 
Canadian affair,” wrote the New York JLC’s Lazar Epstein to Shane as he urged his 
colleagues to pressure Ottawa.103 “Letters about discrimination are flowing in every 
day,” and for Epstein there was “no doubt that the attitude towards the Jewish tailors 
is stricter and more rigid than with the non-Jews.”104 Responding to a unionist in 
New York who sent a belated appeal for his relatives after the delegation’s return 
to Canada, Shane confessed that they could not help anyone beyond those they had 
already selected. He added that even those who were chosen were required to go 
through the regular screening process in which “hundreds . . . have been rejected for 
medical or other reasons and there too we are helpless, since it is not in our power to 
change the decision of the medical examiner, or even the security officers.”105 Despite 
this, the JLC hoped to push for the inclusion of Jews in the next batches of DPs to set 
sail for Canada. The subsequent garment workers’ schemes could also include some 
of those they had to leave behind. 
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Between Palestine and Canada

The difficulties faced by the Tailor’s Project delegation coincided with a delicate 
international situation. In the spring of 1947, a few months before members of the 
team left for Germany, the European refugee crisis loomed large in negotiations 
over the partition of Palestine. Under the auspices of the United Nations Special 
Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), several British and American commissions of 
inquiry had surveyed conditions among Jews in DP camps. When by November of 
that year the UN General Assembly voted in favour of partition, few seemed to have 
a handle on the political pressure cooker. It has been argued that DPs played a role 
in the minds of governments like Canada’s that voted in favour of partition while 
never truly lifting its own immigration restrictions against Jews until after the fact.106 
Western governments considered having “hard core” cases who could not be reset-
tled in other countries assimilate into German society.107 But it was clear, for those 
who encountered Jewish DPs on the ground, that few opportunities existed for long-
term integration in situ.108 

Even so, it is difficult to deduce the intentions of states from a series of disparate facts. 
What cannot be denied is that the rapid pace of events took an emotional toll on 
the DPs, diaspora organizations like the JLC and humanitarian workers who, while 
trying to steer clear of the tussle over borders and immigration quotas, found them-
selves caught up in the wheels of global geopolitics.

Amid mass demoralization over an uncertain fate, Jewish DPs turned to the kind of 
self-organization to which they had grown accustomed. In the camps, Orthodox and 
other religious organizations thrived alongside Zionist parties. Zionist representa-
tives, from the socialist left to the revisionist right, had stepped up their recruit-
ment drive for potential settlers in Palestine. They had taken up leadership positions 
among the DPs from whom they enjoyed significant support. The war had marked 
a turning point in their fortunes as they urged communal solidarity on behalf of a 
Jewish national home, positing Israel as a place of refuge whereas western democ-
racies refused them entry. In this they were not alone. Polish and Lithuanian DPs, 
among others, developed a strong sense of national identity in the camps, seeing 
exile as an opportunity to rebuild the countries they had lost but could not yet re-
turn to.109 Like the JLC, Zionist organizations ferried relief to their own members and 
supporters. In the diaspora, they organized themselves under the larger umbrella 
organization of the Jewish Agency which provided medical relief and education for 
DPs in the camps.110 With many of the Bund’s leading lights having perished in the 
Holocaust, Bundist influence over the DPs had diminished significantly, as it had 
in the diaspora.111 Zionism, as did Bundism and other movements in their prewar 
heyday, now provided more than anything, some sense of direction and communal 
solidarity, as Jewish DPs—many of them immediate survivors of the Nazi prison 
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camps—struggled with high rates of depression and suicide from their traumatic 
wartime experiences.112

To Shane and Herbst, however, all this presented as thorny a dilemma as Canada’s 
immigration authorities. A few months before they left for Germany, an interna-
tional scandal broke out over the Exodus, a ship bound for Palestine transporting 
over 4,000 Jewish DPs from France. Defying the British blockade, the Haganah, a 
Zionist paramilitary organization, commissioned the ship as part of a covert immi-
gration scheme to Mandate Palestine. As the Exodus entered the Port of Haifa, British 
Mandate authorities used brute force in turning the DPs away transferring them 
onto prison ships bound for Germany. There, the IRO struggled with the sudden 
influx of people who were herded into transit camps, even as the British threatened 
the expulsion of the Joint from the British Zone.113 To the Canadian delegation, the 
incident would have recalled painful memories of their own government rejecting 
Jewish asylum seekers on board the St. Louis in 1939, over half of whom perished 
during the war.114

Amid escalating tensions between the native Arab population and European Jewish 
migrants in Palestine, terrorist tactics by the Irgun that split from the Haganah hard-
ened attitudes on all sides.115 Canadian UNRRA staff like Elizabeth Brown expressed 
concern at what they saw as a dehumanizing attempt to use DPs as a bargaining chip 
for Zionism’s political ends. As chief of UNRRA’s Jerusalem office until 1947, Brown 
had little sympathy for the Jewish Agency.116 For one, the Agency issued thousands 
of certificates of immigration to Jews who had made their way to Palestine during 
the war. These overlapped with those granted by British Mandate authorities who 
belatedly allowed certificates to be issued to 200,000 Jews after 1945. The certificates, 
however, were non-transferrable, preventing those who wished to do so from re-
turning to Europe.117 Austrian, Polish, and Greek Jews who had settled in Palestine 
but changed their minds turned to UNRRA for support.118

For its part, the JLC found middle ground. At its 10th Anniversary National Conven-
tion, it condemned “brutal acts of terror perpetrated by the terrorist groups [the 
Irgun] . . . a tragic misfortune for Jewish people” even as it supported the “launch-
ing of relief activities on behalf of the survivors of the Hitler regime now in Pales-
tine.”119 As early as 1946, the JLC lobbied the Canadian government, through the trade 
unions, to push for the entry of tens of thousands into Palestine while pushing for 
the relaxation of Canada’s immigration restrictions. On both counts, it won over two 
major labour federations, including the Canadian Congress of Labour which agreed 
to a resolution suggested by the JLC on Palestine while amending its Constitution 
against racial discrimination.120 This was one sign of the JLC’s success in overcoming 
xenophobic sentiments within the unions—critical to securing their support for the 
garment workers’ schemes.121 After the war the Canadian JLC had also established a 
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working relationship with socialist Zionists in Poalei Zion who supported resettle-
ment of DPs in North America. On the other hand, the JLC faced hard-line Zionists 
within the Canadian Jewish community, who insisted that the resettlement projects 
distracted from efforts to populate the new state of Israel. In their view, according to 
Kaplansky, the Jewish DP problem was an “Israeli problem . . . treated as if they were 
synonymous.”122 The delegation’s experiences of the camps complicate assumptions 
of any overwhelming consensus on Palestine among DPs. Shane commented that 
for many it made “no difference . . . where they go, and that is in contradiction to 
the statements made by the Jewish administration of the camp which is completely 
in the hands of the Zionists.”123 One letter from a representative of the Joint who 
had identified Bundists among the tailors noted they had become “an inconsequent 
minority in the camp”.124 The decimation of Europe’s Jewish population saw the dis-
persal of rival political cultures, with Zionism now providing some sense of direction 
and communal solidarity among those living in protracted limbo.125 

Nevertheless, the Joint, as did IRO staff, shared the JLC’s enthusiasm for the garment 
workers’ projects because it could raise morale among them.126 On the part of leading 
figures within the CJC, there was likewise little opposition to supporting immigra-
tion to Canada.127 The situation in Palestine was far from stable, hardly making it the 
most attractive option for Jewish DPs who might otherwise better adjust to life in 
Montreal or Toronto with the support of an established institutional community as 
well as friends and relatives.128 

Adjusting to Life in Canada

Soon after the Tailor’s Project delegation returned to Canada, the JLC was already 
working on the next phase of the garment workers’ schemes through the Furriers’, 
Dressmakers’, and Millinery Workers’ projects. Cooperation between the JLC and its 
affiliated unions, the CJC, and JIAS extended to these subsequent initiatives.129 De-
spite the initial rejections of DPs by immigration authorities, the Tailor’s and Fur-
riers’ projects alone resettled 2,500 DPs in Canada.130 Including their partners and 
children, the DPs would easily have reached 6,000 altogether, a significant propor-
tion of the total number of Jews allowed to enter Canada in 1948.131 For perspective, 
only 11,000 Jews would be allowed into Canada even when immigration restrictions 
eased somewhat in 1949.132 This made it the third largest receiving country for them 
after Israel and the United States.133 The American government would adopt a model 
akin to Canada’s DP recruitment scheme only by June 1948, after which it eventually 
exceeded the numbers of Jews whom Canada allowed in.134

The JLC and the CJC would reimburse the Canadian government for most expenses 
incurred by the garment workers’ projects.135 This included personal travel of the 
union delegates in the selection committees on top of facilitating the filing of paper-
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work for DPs upon arrival in Canada.136 Without guarantees that all DPs who arrived 
through the schemes would be cared for on their own initiative, they expected the 
government to call an end to the whole affair.137 State support did not extend to job 
selection or housing for DPs, who were envisioned to resettle in Winnipeg, Toronto, 
Montreal, and Vancouver.138

Over the coming years, the workplace would become a site for adjustment to their 
new lives in Canada. Members of the ILGWU took the lead for those taken in through 
the Tailor’s Project. While the Jewish bosses had agreed to employ the DPs in their 
respective factories, their existing workers did much of the legwork in training and 
integrating them into their workplaces. Coordinating through the JLC, the unions 
divided DPs between their respective union shops in various cities.139 Many joined 
and became quite active in their unions which fundraised for their long-term sup-
port.140 In this, the DPs followed the trajectory of earlier generations of immigrants 
for whom the labour movement became an anchor for Jewish identity while facili-
tating their integration into Canadian society. 

The JLC acted as a mediator between the government and the DPs who approached 
them, some of whom had encountered legal difficulties.141 Although the Jewish DPs 
had been victims of a great tragedy, they were not angels. Some invented names of 
relatives or produced fake documents, hoping to sponsor those they had left behind. 
Petty disputes over jobs and housing were signs that they carried something of the 
mindset of camp life into Canada.142 In addition, exchanges with immigration officials 
around this time reveal some level of hysteria over problems of destination: some 
Jewish workers were not going to the places originally assigned to them.143 Kaplansky 
admitted that many of the refugees ‘fresh from the DP camps didn’t exactly have the 
skills required by the industry, some even disappeared upon arriving [and] could not 
be tracked down.’144 While it was the argument they had made to the Canadian gov-
ernment, the industries that participated in the Jewish immigration schemes were 
not at all concerned with finding labour. At best, most of them needed only seasonal 
workers under a set-up where DP ‘tailors’ and ‘furriers’ could move on after a year 
at most. For organized labour and industry alike, the whole point of the projects 
was humanitarian. Yet once everyone had caught wind of the situation, an implic-
it understanding developed between Canadian officials and the institutional Jewish 
community that they had to make do with the realities of the time.

A Final Destination

The Canadian JLC’s humanitarian efforts were launched within a unique set of cir-
cumstances that allowed for the development of relations of solidarity among every-
one involved. The JLC transcended ideological rifts, including long-running class 
antagonisms, within the Canadian Jewish diaspora in a rare instance of cooperation 
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seldom repeated within the wider labour movement or in other communities as 
Cold War pressures intensified. It took time before the leadership of the Canadian 
Jewish community could assess the full extent of the crisis at hand and extend soli-
darity to the refugees.145 Support for the DPs required tight cooperation between the 
unions and manufacturers, while the CJC helped gather various strands of a much 
smaller, and therefore concentrated, Jewish community around one table.146 Rubin-
stein, writing shortly after the war, stressed the importance of co-operation with a 
broad-cross section of their community, even as he argued that ‘complete unifor-
mity in the Jewish Community for which unfortunately some are hankering, is as 
impossible and harmful as it is alien to a democratic society.’147 The JLC focussed its 
efforts on ‘the tailor, cloakmaker, baker, capmaker and liberal Jew imbued with ideals 
of a free democratic world,’ as it adapted itself to become ‘the organized expression of 
collective action which everyone yearned for in those disquieting and uneasy days.’148

The garment workers’ projects likewise affected Canadian politicians, immigration 
officials, and aid workers immersed in the DP camps, testing their loyalty to the 
demands of the bureaucracy and compelling sympathy toward the refugees. Their 
initial hesitations bring into sharper relief the changes that were taking place within 
the Jewish community and wider Canadian society.149 Only by the end of the war 
could there be freedom to even conceive of bringing Jewish DPs over to Canada, 
while considering prospects for their long-term integration. For Enkin, the proj-
ects constituted ‘one of the finest annals of humanitarian interest in one’s fellow 
man.’150 Their significance lies in the context in which all parties attempted to come 
to terms with a rather complicated tug-of-war. Jewish DPs were caught between 
the Communists who demanded repatriation to rebuild the Soviet bloc, the Zionists 
who needed them for Israel, and the Canadian government that wanted workers, but 
preferred white, non-Jewish settlers.

In this complex human reality, the JLC’s humanitarian internationalism was a mi-
crocosm for the shifting nature of relations between Jews, Canada, and the left writ 
large which is only now receiving the attention that it richly deserves.
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