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The Canadian Brewing Industry’s Response to Prohibition, 1878-1919

At the dawn of the twentieth century, prohibition became part of a broader impulse in Canadian life to regulate the economy and enhance public power over private capital. This impulse, and the state intervention that accompanied it, aimed at ensuring that private investments were made for purposes not seen as harmful to society at large. Beginning in 1901, one Canadian province after another went “dry”. Prince Edward Island had the distinction of being the first province to take the plunge into full-fledged prohibition. Then came Saskatchewan in 1915, followed, in 1916, by Ontario, Alberta, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and, in 1917, New Brunswick and British Columbia. The Yukon Territory and Quebec climbed aboard the wagon in 1918. In March of that year, the newly elected Unionist federal government of Robert Borden stopped, for the duration of the war and one year thereafter, the manufacture and importation of “intoxicating drinks” into provinces where purchases were illegal.  By 1918, therefore, Canada had gone dry. 

It has long been the position of social and economic historians alike that prohibition was destined to become a basic factor in Canadian life during early 20th century. For their part, historians of Canadian business generally agree, concentrating their studies  - to the limited extent that they exist - on the efforts of brewers to overcome the obstacles presented during the prohibition era. The existing historiography is, without exception, complimentary of the efforts of Canadian brewers and their ability to survive during this “difficult” period.  The consensus, therefore, is that brewers “made the most of their opportunities.” 

The proposed paper challenges the existing historiography. Contrary to the established position the paper argues that the unwillingness and inability of the brewing industry to organize itself and lobby effectively, as well as its failure to reach out to other anti-prohibitionists in society (as had been done in Great Britain when, in reaction to vehement attacks by temperance reformers, British brewers and publicans had formed “the trade”), was as much a factor in the onset and continuation of prohibition of beer as were the actions of prohibitionists. The underlying position of the paper is that the brewers had a very real chance of getting beer – “a temperance drink” - excluded from prohibitionist legislation had they been less parochial, more innovative, and far more strategic in thought and action. 

The paper draws on the various primary sources at a number of corporate archives (e.g. Molson, Labatt, Sleeman, Alexander Keith) as well as at the National Archives of Canada. In addition, the papers of the Canadian Brewers and Maltsters’ Association, the industry’s testimony before the Royal Commission on Liquor Traffic, and various contemporary journals and newspapers are utilized.  

