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In the beginningƕƕ 

 

ñFour Clouds filled the pipe, gave it to Spotted-one, and lighted it while he puffed. 
Spotted-one, then, as master of ceremonies, for he is a distinguished old man, 
smoked a few puffs and then offered the mouthpiece skyward praying that the day 
should be propitious and that no one should be injured while the sun shone. He then 
offered it to the ground with a prayer that the powers of darkness should be equally 
kind to men, then to the four world quarters with prayers to the winds, and last of all 
to the bear, telling it that it had been slain to furnish food. He then passed back the 
pipe which was relighted and passed to the rest.ò 

 
An account a tobacco pipe ceremony on the occasion of a bear feast 

celebrated by the Plains Cree of Saskatchewan in the early twentieth century.
1
 

 

 

No one knows for sure when tobacco use began in what is now Canada. Evidence in 

the form of tobacco seeds recovered from an archaeological site in southwestern 

Ontario places the earliest evidence of known use in the eighth century.
2
 Nicotiana 

rustica, the tobacco species once used most widely in North America, is native to 

South America. Its use slowly diffused northward through trade; by the time Jacques 

Cartier arrived in Canada in the sixteenth century, tobacco was used by First Nations 

peoples from east to west, but had not reached latitudes north of James Bay. Ironically, 

northern First Nations peoples were introduced to tobacco not by their southern 

neighbours, but through trade with Europeans. As early as 1597, Basque sailors were 

offering tobacco to Newfoundland Beothuks in exchange for furs.
3
 Inuit were 

introduced to tobacco in the late 17th and early 18th centuries by Siberian natives, 

Russian fur-traders, English and American whalers and Danish colonists from 

Greenland.
4,5

  

 

The predominant form of tobacco use in First Nations communities was pipe 

smoking. N. rustica is quite different from N. tabacum, the species that accounts for 

`klnrs `kk ne snc`xƍr bnlldqbh`kkx oqnctbdc sna`bbn-Both N. rustica and N. tabacum 
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are native only to South America. They diffused slowly northward to North America 

over centuries. But it was Nicotiana tabacum that diffused astonishingly quickly after 

the European discovery of North America. In less than a century, N. tabacum diffused 

all  around the world. It could be found in nearly every part of the globe by the 

seventeenth century. N. tabacum is a subtropical species that can be grown in 

temperate latitudes only if it is started in greenhouses in the early spring and 

transplanted when the soil is warm. It is unlikely that such knowledge and technology 

were available to First Nations peoples in earlier times. N. rustica, on the other hand, is 

a hardier species that can be brought from seed to smoke in a single season in 

temperate regions. N. rustica has about double the nicotine content of N. tabacum 

(2.47% of dry leaf weight for rustica and 1.23% for tabacum).
6
 

 

N. rustica, when smoked in a pipe, will reliably produce mild intoxicating and 

hallucinogenic effects. These pharmacological properties were compatible with the 

practice of animistic belief systems common to many First Nations peoples. In these 

belief systems, a reciprocity was perceived between the spirit world and the natural 

world, by which the spirit world provided peace and harmony, protection from illness 

and even cures for illness, provided that suitable offerings were made to the spirit 

world. Tobacco assumed a central place in these beliefs, both as a gift to be offered to 

the spirit world, and as a means of communication between humans and spirits.  

 

A theme that runs through many legends and myths of Aboriginal peoples is that 

tobacco was originally a gift to man from the gods, but that since tobacco could not be 

grown in the spirit world, it was necessary to offer it to the spirits in exchange for 

their protection and continued harmony between the natural and the spirit world. 

 

The pharmacological effects of intoxication, hallucination and addiction, which were 

most certainly present then as we understand them now, were, of course, not at all 

understood nor interpreted as pharmacological effects, but were viewed in spiritual 
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terms as symbolically charged occasions of important communication with the spirit 

world. The pipe ceremony described above is just one of many recorded examples of a 

ceremonial occasion that combined both tobacco as an offering and tobacco as 

communication with the spirit world.
7
 

 

Who controlled the intercourse with the spirit world? In many South American native 

societies, the use of tobacco Ɗ the gateway to the spirit world Ɗ was often limited to 

shamans and prospective shamans.
8
 This, of course, was an important form of tobacco 

control. One consequence of this relatively limited use of tobacco would have been 

that only a small fraction of the population would be exposed to its risks.  

 

This restricted access to tobacco Ɗ an early, culturally determined form of the control 

of tobacco Ɗ was not the case in North America. A popular misconception is that 

tobacco use among North American Aboriginal peoples was reserved for religious and 

bdqdlnmh`k nbb`rhnmr nq sgd Əod`bd ohodƐ ne onotk`q hl`fdqx+ `mc sg`s hsr trd v`r

restricted to shamans and elders. It is true that tobacco was used on ceremonial 

occasions in special ways. These could include burning tobacco in open fires as 

offerings to the spirits, placing tobacco in special places, as well as in communal 

smoking ceremonies. But it was also an ever-present feature of every day life. There 

can be no doubt that much of the male Indian population was addicted to tobacco and 

engaged in drug-seeking behaviour, the hallmark of the addicted.  Of course the 

concepts of addiction and drug-seeking behaviour were unknown at the time.  

Sna`bbnƍr deedbsr, known now to be pharmacological, were, to tobacco users of 16
th

 

century North America, imbued with powerful spiritual meaning. The ethnographic 

literature is replete with accounts of such behaviours which we would now know 

describe as drug-seeking behaviour. In one of these, Jesuit missionary Paul le Jeune 

records his observations of Montagnais (Innu) Indians in 1634: 

 

ñThe fondness they have for this herb is beyond all belief. They go to sleep with the reed pipes 
in their mouths, they sometimes get up in the night to smoke; they often stop in their journeys 
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for the same purpose, and it is the first thing they do when they re-enter their cabins. I have 
lighted tinder, so as to allow them to smoke while paddling a canoe; I have often seen them 
gnaw at the stems of pipes when they have no more tobacco. I have seen them scrape and 
pulverise a wooden pipe to smoke it.ò

9
 

 

What might have started as use of tobacco by shamans only was democratized to the 

entire male population. Von Gernet, based on available evidence, argues that tobacco 

use, in becoming quotidian among the male population, became even more sacred. 

Animist belief systems held that the spirit world was ever present, and it was the duty 

of every man to maintain peace and harmony with the spirit world. If smoking 

tobacco was important to shamans for communication with the spirit world, it was no 

less important to every man. Von Gernet has called the use of tobacco among North 

@ldqhb`m Ehqrs M`shnmr Əcdlnbq`shb rg`l`mhrl-Ɛ
10

 It should not be surprising that 

First Nations members who practised traditional ways did not, when asked, agree that 

they were addicted to tobacco. Every aspect of their tobacco use, including behaviour 

that we would recognize today as craving and drug-seeking behaviour, had a social or 

sacred meaning.
11

 

 

Yet this democratic shamanism did not extend to the female half of the population. 

Among most First Nations of eastern North America, women were largely excluded 

from tobacco use. Despite the fact that women were exclusively responsible for all 

other agricultural work, they were often excluded from tobacco growing. Growing, 

harvesting and smoking tobacco were all largely male preserves. While the reasons for 

this divide between the sexes are unclear, it seems to have been the norm among the 

Huron, Iroquois and other First Nations of eastern North America and thus served as 

a form of tobacco control that had the unknown and unintended effect of protecting 

women from tobacco addiction and other hazards of tobacco use.
12

 Proscription of 

tobacco use by women was just one of many social norms and divisions of labour that 

defined the differences between the sexes in First Nations societies.  It was nevertheless 

an early form of tobacco control.  In later times, in other social groupings, there would 

be other forms of tobacco control based, not on health, but on social class and gender.  
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Later a mixture of health concerns and moral opprobrium would be the source of 

tobacco control.  It would not be until the last half of the twentieth century that 

tobacco control would become a systematic enterprise driven almost entirely by health 

concerns. 

The earliest tobacco growersƋ  

N. rustica required little tending and was grown by most Indians, including hunter-

gatherers and foragers such as tgd Lhjƍl`p- Sna`bbn fqnvhmf v`r khjdkx sgd d`qkhdrs

form of agriculture in North America. Even among horticulturalists, like the Huron 

and the Iroquois, tobacco cultivation likely preceded by several centuries the 

cultivation of the food crops of corn, beans and squash.
13

 

The most prolific early producers of tobacco in Canada were members of the Huron 

nation of present-day southern Ontario Ɗ the Wendats, the Tionnontates and the 

Attiwan dorons. The Attiwandorons grew tobacco along the north shore of Lake Erie, 

exactly where it is grown today. These three tribes produced more tobacco than they 

could use, trading the surplus to northern nations for furs and other goods. 

However, growing tobacco along the north shore of Lake Erie is not an unbroken 

tradition. In 1649, Iroquois raiders from south of Lake Ontario attacked and destroyed 

Wendat communities and by 1651 had dispersed the Tionnontates and Attiwandorons 

tribes too. (The remnants of those tribes fled to northern Michigan, regrouped with 

the Ottawas, and spent centuries being pushed from place to place in the United States. 

About 3,500 of them survive and thrive to this day as the Wyandotte Nation of 

Oklahoma.) Except for nomadic hunters, southwestern Ontario remained largely 

uninhabited for the next century, and tobacco growing returned only in the early 

1800s to the northwestern shore of Lake Erie (Essex and Kent counties) and to the 

north-central shore (the Norfolk Sand Plain) in 1926, this time as commercial 

production of N. tabacum.
14
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Tobacco use in early French Canada 

 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, while the forest returned to the previously cultivated 

areas of southern Ontario that had been previously occupied by the Huron nations, 

the new French colony was growing and expanding in the valleys of the Saint 

Lawrence and Ottawa rivers. As early as 1535, Jacques Cartier had observed pipe-

smoking by indigenous men he encountered along the St. Lawrence River at the site of 

present-day Montreal. 

ñ[T]hey have a plant [tobacco], of which a large supply is collected in summer for winterôs 
consumption. They hold it in high esteem, the men alone make use of it in the following 
manner. After drying it in the sun, they carry it about their necks in a small skin pouch in 
lieu of a bag, together with a hollow bit of stone or wood. Then at frequent intervals they 
crumble this plant into a powder, which they place in one of the openings of the hollow 
instrument, and laying a live coal on top, suck at the other end to such an extent, that 
they fill their bodies so full of smoke, that it streams out of their mouth and nostrils as 
from a chimney. They say it keeps them warm and in good health, and never go about 
without these things. We made a trial of this smoke. When it is in oneôs mouth, one would 
think one had taken powdered pepper, it is so hot.ò

 15
  

 

As the French colony grew, new settlers adopted this habit. From the 17th to the early 

20th century it was common for French-Canadian farmers to grow N. rustica in their 

own gardens for personal use as pipe tobacco. Among French-Canadian colonists, as 

among the First Nations, pipe smoking was common among men and almost 

unknown among women, at least initially. There is some evidence that some rural 

French-Canadian women smoked pipes in the early half of the 19th century. Home-

grown tobacco thrived despite, or perhaps because of, official restrictions on its use. At 

various times from the very earliest days of the French colony in the early 1600s, 

French colonists faced stiff duties on tobacco, as well as prohibitions against public 

smoking, carrying tobacco and the retail sale of tobacco.
16

 
17

 By growing and using 

tobacco at home, the colonists effectively circumvented these restrictions, a situation 

that continued until late in the 19
th

 century. 

For over one hundred years, from the early 1600s until 1735, the French government 

prohibited the retail sale of tobacco in New France.  This prohibition reinforced the 
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practice learned from First Nations peoples of cultivating small patches of tobacco for 

home use and then air-drying it before smoking it in pipes.  Even after the prohibition 

on retail sale was relaxed, the tradition of smoking home-grown N. rustica, Əkd s`a`b

b`m`chdm+Ɛ bnmshmtdc enq `mnsgdq bdmstqx `mc ` g`ke-
18

  

Attempts in the early post-Confederation period to tax tobacco were largely ineffective 

too. In the 1870s, tobacco leaf was taxed only when it entered factories. At the time, 

those factories were manufacturing mainly pipe tobacco, cigar tobacco and chewing 

tobacco. Cigarettes were largely unknown. At that time most tobacco was cultivated 

in Quebec for sgd fqnvdqƍr bnmrtloshnm `md never entered into commerce. The 1871 

census recorded 1.2 million pounds of tobacco being grown in Quebec. In 1872, excise 

taxes were collected on just 55,000 pounds of tobacco in the province.
19

 Then, as now, 

taxation would have served as a control measure to help discourage consumption and 

raise revenue for the state too. The main purpose in the 1870s was undoubtedly to 

raise revenue for the state through taxing a product that was seen by many to be an 

unnecessary luxury, or unhealthy, or immoral (or all three), meaning that some 

segments of society would support the discouragement of its consumption. However, 

in the 1870s, just as in the 21st century, the taxes actually have to be paid on all the 

tobacco sold for the state to achieve both increased revenue and discouragement of 

consumption. When tobacco is diverted before taxes are paid, as it was in the 1870s in 

Quebec, taxation is not effective at either raising revenue or discouraging 

consumption. 
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Tobacco use in Canada in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

Around the turn of the 20sg bdmstqx+ Lnmsqd`k v`r B`m`c`ƍr sqdmc-setting metropolis. 

It was also Ƌ and still is Ƌ sgd bdmsqd ne B`m`c`ƍr sna`bbn hmctrsqx- Ohodr `mc bhf`qr

were the predominant forms of tobacco consumption. Chewing tobacco and snuff 

were also popular. In Victorian times, cigarettes were a new product, and not widely 

used. 

In turn -of-the-century Montreal, as in early French-Canadian rural society and as in 

First Nations societies of earlier times, smoking by women was strongly proscribed by 

social convention. Smoking was the largely the preserve of men. What is more, 

smoking helped to define physical places where men could go and women could not. 

Women were discouraged from entering politics or journakhrl- Sgd Əqd`rnmƐ

frequently given was to keep them away from tobacco smoke, of which there was a 

great deal where politicians and journalists gathered. Women were not to be found in 

rlnjhmf qnnlr+ ldmƍr bktar+ bhf`q rsnqdr+ nq hm sgd k`rs entq qnvr ne Lnmsqd`kƍr sq`l

cars. By the same token, it was considered unseemly for men to smoke in the presence 

of women.  It was this latter social norm that led smoking to be completely banned on 

Lnmsqd`kƍr sq`l b`qr hm 08/0 `esdq ` rtars`msh`k knaaxhmf b`lo`hfm ax sgd Vnldmƍr

Christian Temperance Union.  However, the two norms, the one that men could 

smoke in their own homosocial spaces and the other that men could not smoke in the 

presence of women, were in conflict on the tram cars. Both men and women took the 

tram and, of course, all the air was shared on the tram cars. But men did not easily give 

up their smoking areas. The ban was not fully respected, and men continued to smoke 

with impunity at the back of the tram cars even after the ban.
20
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Smoking not only sharply defined different spheres of existence by gender, but was 

also an important signifier of class distinctions. Smoking Cuban cigars was clearly a 

marker of refinement and success. Tobaccos of other origins were assigned lower ranks 

on a clearly graded scale of class distinctions. At the bottom of the scale was le tabac 

canadien, the home-grown N. rustica of rural French-Canadians, many of whom were 

migrating to the Montreal metropolis and bringing their tobacco with them. The top 

and bottom of the social order is illustrated in these turn-of-the-century Montreal 

editorial cartoons.
21
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Tobacco control attempts in the early 20th century 

 

 

 

Lobbying against cigarettes was particularly active early in the 20th century. 

Sgd lnrs enqlhc`akd `mc deedbshud `fdmbx ne sgd c`x v`r sgd Vnldmƍr

Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), an organization that started in the 

United States, but that also had branches all over Canada. Undoubtedly, 

members of the WCTU were moral crusaders.   With single-minded 

determination, they were driven to stamp out alcohol use, tobacco use 

(especially cigarettes), drug use and other vices, which were seen to be both 

immoral and unhealthy.  To the WCTU and many other citizens of Victorian 

and Edwardian Canada, high moral standing and good health were very much 

the same phenomenon Ɗ like two sides of the same coin.  In the late 19
th

 and 

early 20
th

 centuries, little distinction was made between public health 

campaigns and moral crusades. The lines between the two were not sharply 

drawn; moral reform and public health campaigning were integrated 

activities.
22

 

 

The WCTU was also large and moderately successful in its similar efforts in 

the United States during the early part of the twentieth century.  At their 

urging, coupled with the urgings of the American Anti-Cigarette Leagues and 

other voices, seven states had banned cigarettes by 1909.  The total swelled to 

sixteen states by 1922.  However, enforcement of these laws was erratic and 

weak.  Following World War I, cigarettes had become legitimate and very 

popular.  The moralizing of the WCTU, once well respected, was increasingly 
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viewed as shrill and was falling out of favour, in both Canada and the United 

States. In these circumstances, all sixteen state laws quickly fell into disuse and 

were eventually repealed.
23

 

 

In the early twentieth century in Canada, few women smoked because 

smoking by women was strongly proscribed by social convention.  What is 

more, women could not vote or stand for political office. It was men who 

smoked, men who voted, and men who held seats in Parliament. Clearly, 

women who lobbied against cigarettes would face an uphill battle. But the 

women of the WCTU in the early 20th century were plucky, smart, fearless 

and strategic. In 1903 they succeeded in convincing many members of the all-

male Parliament to vote in the majority for a bill to ban cigarettes.  The 

speaker later ruled the bill out of order since it had been improperly 

introduced.  Undaunted, the WCTU continued the pressure and encouraged 

William M acLaren, M.P. to introduce a similar bill to ban cigarettes in 1904.  

This time it was properly introduced and quickly passed first and second 

reading.  The government tried to weaken it with amendments during debate 

in Committee of the Whole on June 20, 1904.  Ats d`bg ne sgd fnudqmldmsƍr

proposed weakening amendments was voted down, one after the other, by 

seven majority votes. The Liberal government of the day had a comfortable 

majority, but many government backbenchers repeatedly voted for the bill, in 

clear opposition to the wishes of the Cabinet.  When the Bill was reported, 

Mr. Sproule, an oppositinm L-O- v`r kdc sn qdl`qj+ ƏSgd Gntrd g`s been led 

tonight by the Minister of Justice and the government have been defeated so 

often that we ought to have some statement from them as to whether they 

propose to resign or whether they are not willing to resifm-Ɛ Sgd fnudqmldms

did not respond to this taunt, nor did they ever call for third reading and 

adoption of Bill 128, the proposed ban on cigarettes.  The bill was reported, 

but that was as close as it came to being adopted as law. 
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The VBSTƍrcall to ban cigarettes was preventive and strategic. At the time, 

cigarettes were a new product, not widely used, but there was a fear that they 

would tempt boys to take up tobacco use. The ban on cigarettes, it was 

reasoned, would not greatly affect men (the voters and Members of 

Parliament), since they would still have their pipes and cigars. So it was a 

proposed law that even men could support.
24

 

 

The WCTU, from the limited scientific knowledge available at the time 

accurately understood enough about the potential public health danger of 

cigarettes to raise precautionary alarms about the use of cigarettes. Their 

newsletter The Witness pointed out correctly that cigarettes had a high 

onsdmsh`k enq `atrd adb`trd+ `r ` lhkcdq enql ne sna`bbn+ sgd bhf`qdssd Əvgdsr

withous r`shrexhmf sgd `oodshsd-Ɛ Etqsgdqlnqd sgd mdvrkdssdq bnmshmtdc, again 

correctly, that cigarette smoke was more likely to be inhaled with its 

onhrnmntr mhbnshmd cq`vm Əhmsn sgd hmehmhsdkx cdkhb`sd ktmf shrrtdr-Ɛ
25

 

 

The WCTU was not alone in accurately describing some of ill health effects of 

tobacco use. At least some of the popular opinion was correct. The 

cdrbqhoshnmr ne bhf`qdssdr `r Əbneehm m`hkrƐ `mc Əkhsskd vghsd rk`udqrƐ vdqd etqsgdq

popularized by the WCTU and Henry Ford from the late 19
th

 century to the 

early 20th century,
26

 and medical opinion of this period was accurate in its 

assessment of some directly observable ill health effects of tobacco use. 

However, shrewd clinical observations were often presented together with 

inaccurate ones. Here is an example from a report to the Michigan State 

Legislature in 1889 by a Dr. Hammond of New York:  
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ñThat no speedier method for rendering existence painful is more efficacious 
than to smoke cigarettes and inhale the fumes into the lungs. The action of the 
brain is impaired thereby, the ability to think, and in fact all mental concentration 
is weakened. Neuralgia, especially about the face, throat diseases, nasal 
catarrh, serious affections of the eyes, dyspepsia, and above all, interruption in 
the normal action of the heart are among the consequences resulting from 
cigarette smoking.ò 

27
 

 

Teaching about the dangers of tobacco and tobacco smoke formed an integral 

part of school curricula in Canada in the early 20
th

 century. As in the United 

States, some of the information was accurate, and some was not. 

ñWhen nicotine thus enters the blood, it slows down the rate and lessens the 
strength of the heart beat, and when heavy smoking has been indulged in for 
years, it sometimes brings on a disease that is called ñTobacco heart.ò It also 
produces a disease of the throat known as ñSmokerôs sore throat.ò But, of 
course, many moderate smokers go through life without getting either of these 
diseases.ò

28
 

 

For all their political acumen and popular support in Canada, with respect to 

their tobacco control objectives, the WCTU could not overcome the political 

power of men, nor the lobbying tactics of the tobacco industry. Already in 

1903, tobacco industry lobbying was a force to be reckoned with. Mortimer 

Davis was the President of the American Tobacco Company of Canada, later 

to become Imperial Tobacco. Even though they were still not in wide use, 

Mortimer Davis saw a future for cigarettes. During the 1903 debate on banning 

cigarettes, he wrote to the Minister of Fisheries, reminding him of his long 

support for the Liberal Party and of the large number of male voters who 

would be upset if cigarettes were outlawed. He claimed that 36,000 merchants 

`mc vgnkdr`kdqr noonrdc sgd ahkk+ `mc sgdhq sna`bbn rgnor vdqd ` Əqdmcdy-vous, 

really, for store-jddodqƍr btrsnldqr+ sn g`mf `qntmc sgd rsnqd `mc chrbtrr

onkhshbr+ dsb- vhsg sgdhq eqhdmcr-Ɛ
29

 

 

Health evidence was frequently cited in the debate, but in the early twentieth 

century, such evidence was poorly or erroneously understood in Parliament. 

The debate was also fuelled by issues of personal preference, economics, rights 

and morals. Sir Wilfrid Laurier, the Liberal Prime Minister, in 1904 reflected a 

http://medicolegal.tripod.com/toxicchemicals.htm#emissions
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventlungdiseases.htm
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventbraindamage.htm
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventbraindamage.htm
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventbraindamage.htm#M'Donald
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/tobaccoaddiction.htm#craving
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventblindness.htm
http://medicolegal.tripod.com/preventheartdisease.htm
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generally held view that cigarette smoking was dangerous for youth, but not 

for adults: 

 

ñThe use of cigarettes is universally admitted to have very injurious effects, both 
physical and mental, on immature youth. I would be disposed to go further than 
my honourable friend and say that the use of tobacco in any form is very 
detrimental to the health of young people. But the physicians generally agree 
that it is innocuous to grown-up people, whether in the form of cigarettes or 
cigars or smoked in pipes.ò

30
 

 

Nevertheless, some of the observations made in Parliament were quite 

accurate. Mr. Richardson, MP, reported in 1904 that he had been told by his 

colleague Dr. Christie, a physician member of parliament: 

 

ñI believe it is almost the universal opinion of medical men that the cigarette 
habit is deleterious to the young, producing impairment of growth and physical 
degradation before the full maturity of the system is obtained. Even the smallest 
amount of smoking is hurtful, as it often produces nervous functional diseases of 
the stomach, debility and irregular action of the heart, impaired vision and 
irritation of the throat, sometimes called smokerôs sore throat.ò

31
  

 

Yet, despite the strength of the VBSTƍr knaaxhng, the evident popular 

support for a ban on cigarettes, and majority votes by Parliament at second 

reading and in Committee of the Whole in favour of such a ban, in the end the 

wishes of the Prime Minister, his Cabinet and the tobacco industry prevailed. 

These wishes were expressed during the Parliamentary debate. The WCTU 

wanted a total ban on cigarettes and opposed a ban on sale to minors as 

ineffective. However, this latter proposition, favoured by the tobacco 

industry, and was the one eventually adopted as the Tobacco Restraint Act of 

1908. Mr. Clarke, a Toronto-area Member of Parliament told Parliament of 

the wishes of the tobacco industry in 1904: 

 

ñI had the honour of introducing a deputation of men engaged in the tobacco 
trade to the Minister of Justice last year. They laid their case before him 
respecting this or a similar Bill, if I remember correctly. These traders expressed 
their willingness that a law should be enacted prohibiting the sale of cigarettes to 
minors.ò

32
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As for Prime Minister Laurier, he expressed a preference for education over 

legislation+ `mc vhrgdc Əsgd k`chdrƐ 'sgd VBST( vntkc o`x lnqd `ssdmshnm sn

education:  

 

ñ[T]he ladies who are promoting this legislation could do more good by giving 
their attention to the matter of education than by seeking legislation on the 
subject. More can be done by the beneficial influence of women in teaching and 
educating our youth than in seeking legislation in this respect.ò

33
 

 

In the end, Parliament, the government and the tobacco industry prevailed 

over the WCTU, popular sentiment and favourable majority votes for a ban 

on cigarettes in 1903 and 1904. From 1905 to 1908, the government was 

frequently asked in the House of Commons about progress on Bill 128.  In 

response, the government kept stalling but finally responded with the Tobacco 

Restraint Act, which was introduced and passed by Parliament in 1908. It 

prohibited sale of tobacco to minors and possession of tobacco by minors. A 

ehqrs needmbd enq onrrdrrhnm cqdv ` odm`ksx ne Ə` qdoqhl`mc-Ɛ Enq ` rdbnmc

offence the fine was one dollar. The Tobacco Restraint Act was a pale shadow of 

what Parliament had debated and passed at second reading and report stage in 

08/3+ ƏAhkk 017+ @m @bs so prohibit the importation, manufacture or sale of 

bhf`qdssdr-Ɛ 

 

As the WCTU foresaw, the Tobacco Restraint Act could not be effectively 

enforced.
34

 Police techniques included using underage purchasers working in 

collaboration with the police, but this, too, proved ineffective. The WCTU 

continued its campaign for cigarette prohibition after 1908, but this effort was 

defused by the Conservative government, which had assumed power in 1911, 

and appointed a House Commons Select Committee on Cigarette Evils in 1914 

to study the matter. The Committee managed to keep WCTU members off its 

list of invited witnesses, issued two interim reports, and never made any 

recommendations. The Committee died along with the Parliamentary session 
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in June 1914 and was never heard from again. Subsequently, the Tobacco 

Restraint Act quickly fell into disuse. (It was not formally repealed until 1993.) 

By mid-1914, public attention was focused on World War I, and Parliament 

would not again seriously debate tobacco control for another sixty years. With 

the threat of a ban on cigarettes now removed, Mortimer Davis and other 

captains of the Canadian tobacco industry could now get down to the serious 

and lucrative business of popularizing and selling this novel tobacco product Ɗ 

the cigarette.  

 

 

The rise of cigarette smoking in the early twentieth century  

 

Exactly at the time that the WCTU was seeking to have cigarettes outlawed, 

the American Tobacco Company of Canada (ATCC), under the direction of 

Mortimer Davis, was transforming the Canadian tobacco industry into one 

based on a uniform, Canadian-grown crop to be industrially manufactured and 

marketed to the masses. He methodically set out to control every aspect of the 

business from seed to smoke. Along the way, he acquired an enthusiastic ally 

in the form of the federal Department of Agriculture. In 1905, the Department 

established a Tobacco Division that provided advice to Ontario and Quebec 

growers on new techniques of tobacco cultivation that would satisfy the new 

industrial buyers (of which the largest by far was the ATCC). The ATCC 

provided advice and supplies to tobacco farmers, and favoured those who 

followed their advice by buying their tobacco. ATCC also sought to control 

wholesale and retail trade in tobacco by engaging wholesalers and retailers in 

exclusive contracts. In their capacity to mass produce cigarettes, Mortimer 

C`uhrƍ e`lhkx g`c sgd dcfd nm sgd bnlodshshnm- Hm 0778, they were the first in 

Canada to licence a new industrial marvel, a cigarette-making machine 
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invented by James Bonsack in the United States in 1881. To fuel their carefully 

constructed supply system, there had to be demand. And Mortimer Davis was 

proud to claim that he helped to create such demand.
35

 In 1908, he credited his 

own company for creating a new-found acceptance for the new and improved 

Canadian tobacco, N. tabacum grown in southern Ontario that he was using in 

his products, and claimed that this acceptance was partly brought about by one 

million dollars worth of advertising.
36

 

 

Demand had already been created for cigarettes by the time of World War I. 

But World War I was a true bonanza for the fledgling cigarette business. 

Tobacco companies donated large sums of money to the war effort, and also 

sent free cigarettes to the troops in Europe. On the home front, their 

advertising linked cigarettes to patriotism, and sales boomed as a result. 

Cigarettes were a novelty item in 1896, with total sales of 87 million sticks. By 

the early 1920s, sales had increased by 28 times to 2.4 billion.
37

 

 

World War I also marked a transformation of the role of women in Canadian 

society. Women won the right to vote in 1916. They moved into office and 

factory jobs during the war, and the numbers of women in the workplace 

continued to increase after the Armistice. For many women, taking up 

smoking was a symbol of new-found freedom. Tobacco companies were quick 

to seize on this sentiment as a marketing opportunity. In 1920, Imperial 

Tobacco (from 1912, the new name of the American Tobacco Company of 

B`m`c`(+ `cudqshrdc hsr O`kk L`kk aq`mc hm sgd vnldmƍr l`f`yhmdLa Revue 

Moderne ̀ r Əsgd adrs bhf`qdssd `esdq sd`-Ɛ
38

 By 1816+ Ok`xdqƍr M`ux Bts

bhf`qdssdr vdqd adhmf `cudqshrdc hm mdvro`odqr vhsg sgd s`f khmd ƏGhr e`untqhsd

brand Ɗ `mc lhmd-Ɛ
39
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Three golden decades for cigarettes: 1920Ɗ1950 

 

The WCTU continued to oppose tobacco use after World War I (and 

continues to do so to this day), but as cigarette use grew in popularity, even 

among women, their campaigns lost effectiveness and were increasingly 

ignored. Increasingly, moral crusaders were falling out of favour. Even though 

scientists and medical authorities continued to raise concerns about the health 

hazards of tobacco, they failed to stop or even slow the decades of most rapid 

growth in cigarette use. In 1938, demographer Raymond Pearl published 

smoker and non-smoker life tables in Science, clearly demonstrating much 

more frequent early death among smokers.
40

 Yet this and other evidence 

published from the 1920s to the 1940s by physicians and other scientists failed 

to have any public impact.  

 

Women continued to take up smoking, and tobacco advertisers continued to 

encourage them to do so. The 1940s was also the golden age of movies. Movies 

of the era glamorized smoking by both men and women, further boosting its 

popularity.  

 

World War I had been good for the tobacco business; World War II was even 

better. Marketing techniques developed during World War I were honed to 

perfection in World War II.  

 

One MacDonald advertisement proudly proclaimed shipments of cigarettes to 

the troops, while in another the by then familiar Macdonald lassie took on a 

decidedly warlike appearance. Cigarettes were even custom-packaged for the 

soldiers.
41
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