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Tommy Douglas

Tommy Douglas is often seen as the “Father of Universal Healthcare”.  To understand why he pushed so hard for this idea we need to know more about where he came from and his background.  Use the following story to explore the life of Tommy Douglas.  You are looking for information about why Tommy Douglas may have wanted Universal Healthcare to be a part of Canada.
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TOMMY DOUGLAS 
modified
"My friends, watch out for the little fellow with an idea." - Tommy Douglas 1961.

For more than 50 years, his devotion to social causes, powerful speeches and charm made Tommy C. Douglas an unstoppable political force. From his first foray into public office politics in 1934 to his post-retirement years in the 1970s, Canada's 'father of Medicare' stayed true to his socialist beliefs and earned himself the respect of millions of Canadians in the process.

The child of Scottish immigrants, Douglas spent his younger years in Winnipeg, Manitoba in a home where politics, philosophy and religion were discussed at the dinner table. His father, a veteran of two wars, worked part-time in an iron foundry. When money was tight, Douglas and his two sisters had to drop in and out of school as they worked occasional jobs to help pay the bills.

His family's socialist leanings were solidified after Douglas was hospitalized at the age of 10. Due to a bone infection suffered four years earlier, Douglas's knee required several operations - none of which were successful.  Without the money to pay for a specialist, his parents were told that the only option was to amputate their son's leg before the infection spread to the rest of his body. But before that could happen, a visiting surgeon offered to operate on Douglas for free, as long as student doctors were allowed to watch. The surgery saved Douglas's leg - quite possibly his life - and would serve as his inspiration for his dream of universally accessible medical care.

Not long after this, Douglas would witness firsthand the violent end of Canada's first general strike on a day known as "Bloody Saturday". In the summer of 1919, a teenaged Douglas watched from a rooftop as officers fired on participants in the Winnipeg General Strike and killed two men. The forceful and violent end of the strike further encouraged his dedication to helping working class people.

During his youth, he tried many different occupations: amateur actor, boxer and apprentice printer. Douglas also worked as a minister in Saskatchewan after the great depression. In 1935 Douglas was elected as an MP and leader of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, or CCF.  He was the leader of North America’s first Socialist government.  Many doctors did not like his idea of universal healthcare.  Later, Lester B Pearson used Tommy’s idea to introduce Medicare and a pension plan to the rest of Canada. 

He stepped down as leader in 1971 but he stayed on with the party. In 1979, he resigned his seat in Parliament and retired to a house in the Gatineau Hills just outside Ottawa, where he devoted himself to reforesting his land. He continued to make appearances at political functions where he gave his trademark speeches. Douglas died of cancer in 1986.

Tommy Douglas's legacy as a social policy innovator lives on. Social welfare, universal Medicare, old age pensions and mothers' allowances -- Douglas helped keep these ideas, and many more, watching as more established political parties eventually came to accept these once-radical ideas as their own.
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