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Subtitle: Historical Inquiry 

Duration: 4-5 classes 

Best Course(s) Fit: History, Law, The History of a Canadian Ethnic Group, Equity, Diversity, 
and Social Justice, English 

Historical Question: What made the civil rights movement in Dresden a success? 

 

Background Information 

Dresden is a small community in southwestern Ontario in the municipality of Chatham-Kent.  
It was an important terminus of the Underground Railroad and was part of a settlement formerly 
known as the Dawn Settlement.  

According to the Canadian Encyclopedia, the National Unity Association (NUA) was founded to 
address racism in the small town. Hugh Burnett was the group’s secretary, key organizer,  
and lead spokesperson.   

In 1948, the NUA lobbied the Dresden town council to pass a bylaw against discrimination in local 
businesses. After initially refusing, they agreed to put the idea to a referendum the following year.  

In 1950, Burnett and the NUA joined a coalition of human rights activists pushing for provincial 
anti-discrimination legislation. In 1951, as a result of their campaign, the government of Premier 
Leslie Frost enacted the Fair Employment Practices Act, which forbid discrimination in 
employment. However, this law did not address discriminatory practices in public service —  
an ongoing issue in Dresden. By 1954, the NUA began working with the Toronto Joint Labour 
Committee for Human Rights to push for further anti-discrimination legislation in Ontario. 

In March 1954, Burnett made his case for a law against discrimination in public service.  
Soon after, the Frost government introduced the Fair Accommodation Practices Act, which forbid 
discrimination in public service and housing on the basis of race, religion and other criteria.  
This was a victory for Burnett, the NUA and their allies. 

The Fair Accommodation Practices Act became law in June 1954, however, some business 
owners did not comply with the new law. Two local restaurants were particularly notorious for 
continuing to refuse service: Kay’s Café, owned by Morley McKay, and Emerson’s Restaurant, 
owned by Matthew and Anne Emerson. Burnett and the NUA devised a tactic: they would go to 
these restaurants, take a seat and ask for service. When they were refused, they lodged formal 
complaints through the Fair Accommodations Practices Act. Historian James Walker notes that 
Burnett’s tactic resonates with the famous sit-ins of the American civil rights movement. In fact, 
Burnett’s 1954 sit-ins took place in Ontario more than five years before they were prominent in 
the United States. 



 

Some Dresden business owners began simply closing shop when they saw NUA members 
coming. This made it difficult for the NUA to keep building its case. With the help of Sid Blum and 
the Toronto Joint Labour Committee, the NUA devised a new strategy: They began coordinating 
tests involving out-of-towners unfamiliar to Dresden business owners. A reporter from Toronto 
would accompany and document the tests, allowing the NUA to continue to gather evidence of 
discrimination, thereby keeping the issue in the media spotlight. 

One test case in late 1954 resulted in high-profile media coverage and charges against Kay’s 
Café owner Morley McKay. McKay was ultimately found not guilty in this case. 

Burnett and the Toronto Joint Labour Committee did not give up. In November 1955, another test 
case proved more successful. In early 1956, McKay was once again charged. He was finally 
found guilty and forced to pay the required fines. 

On 16 November 1956, members of the NUA went to Kay’s Café. For the first time ever, they 
were served. The court case against McKay was a significant victory for Burnett, the NUA and 
the rights and freedoms of Black communities in Dresden and across Ontario. 

 

Source: https://www.maptrove.ca/info/where/canada/dresden 

 

Tasks 

1. Read the articles. 
2. Answer the questions in complete sentences. 
3. Complete the five-paragraph organizer answering the historical question. 
4. Complete a final draft of the five-paragraph essay. 

 



 

Document A – Threats Made Over Negroes 

Source: Star-Phoenix, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada, May 4, 1949, page 14 

 

 

  



 

 

 

  



 

Document B – Prove Dresden’s Color Bar 

Source: Times Colonist, Victoria, British Columbia, Nov 1, 1954, page 3 

 

 

 

 



 

Document C – Café Discrimination Brings Fines in Kent 

Source: The Windsor Star, Windsor, Ontario, Jan 14, 1955, page 1 
 
 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document D – Charge of Racial Discrimination 

Source: The Calgary Herald, Calgary, Alberta, Jan 13, 1956, page 5 

 

 

 

 



 

Document E – ‘Race’ Case Conviction Upheld 

Source: The Vancouver Sun, Vancouver, British Columbia, May 24, 1956, page 28 
 

 

 



 

Document F – Race Prejudice Has Practically Vanished in Dresden 

Source: The Windsor Star, Windsor, Ontario, Dec 28, 1956, page 17 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document G – Ontario Heritage Trust Plaque 

Source: https://readtheplaque.com/plaque/hugh-burnett-and-the-national-unity-association 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

QUESTIONS 

Document A 

 

 

Document B 

 

  

1. Based on this document, describe the state of affairs in Dresden,  
Ontario in the late 1940s. 

 

 

 

 

2. What does this document suggest about William Carter and Hugh Burnett? 

 

 

 

 

3. What does this document suggest about the caller? 

 

 

 

 

1. According to the headline, what happened? 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document C 

 

  

1. What does this document suggest about Ruth Lor,  
Bromley Armstrong, and Hugh Burnett? 

 

 

 

 

2. Why was Morley McKay charged? 

 

 

 

 

3. Why do you think the Fair Accommodation Practices Act of 1954 was necessary?  
Consider the events of the time. 

 

 

 

 

4. What happened on October 29, 1954? 

 

 

 

 

5. What happened on November 7, 1954? 

 

 

 

 



 

Document D 

 

 

Document E 

 

  

1. According to this document, Morley McKay’s 1954 conviction was quashed on 
appeal. What does this suggest about racial equality and justice in Dresden? 

 

 

 

 

2. What does this document confirm about Morley McKay? 

 

 

 

 

1. Why do you think Morley McKay’s conviction was upheld this time? 

 

 

 

 



 

Document F 

 

 

Document G – Ontario Heritage Trust Plaque 

 

  

1. What does this article suggest about racism in Canada? 

 

 

 

 

2. How does the author generally feel about racial discrimination? Provide evidence 
from the document to support your claim. 

 

 

 

 

1. How does this plaque reflect Canada’s heritage? 

 

 

 

 



 

Five-Paragraph Essay Planner 
Question: What made the civil rights movement in Dresden successful?  

Complete the essay planner and then write the final draft. Organize information in a 
logically structured essay of five paragraphs that includes a thesis statement, body,  
and conclusion. You must include evidence from at least three of the documents.  

 

 

 

 

  

What do I believe? 

  

Why do I believe it? (3 reasons) 

1. 

2. 

3. 

  

Introduction Paragraph 

Hook: 

Background Information: 

Thesis statement: 



 

 

  

 

  

 Body Paragraph #1  Body Paragraph #2  Body Paragraph #3 

 Topic sentence: 

  

 

 Detail #1: 

  

  

 Detail #2: 

  

  

 Detail #3: 

  

  

 Conclusion sentence: 

  

  

  

 Topic sentence: 

  

  

 Detail #1: 

  

  

 Detail #2: 

  

  

 Detail #3: 

  

  

 Conclusion sentence: 

  

 Topic sentence: 

  

  

 Detail #1: 

  

  

 Detail #2: 

  

  

 Detail #3: 

  

  

 Conclusion sentence: 

  



 

 

 Conclusion Paragraph 

 Restate your thesis statement differently: 

  

 Final thought for the reader: 

 
Final draft: What made the civil rights movement in Dresden successful?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


