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Peter you were going to tell us about executions in Canada. 

Exactly, I wanted to talk about the executions in Canada and the abolition of the 

death penalty and the effect of the death penalty on crime.  I am not quite there 

yet but I have uncovered some interesting stuff about capital punishment in 

Canada. 

Let's start with some basic facts. The total number of death penalties between 

1867 and 1971 is 1481.  That is the number of times a judge has sentenced 

someone to death is 1481.  However, the total number of executions is 710 (697 

men and 13 women).  That means that the only about half of the prisoners 

sentenced to death in Canada were actually executed.  You could petition the King 

(actually the Government of Canada) for mercy and a stay of execution and 

history says that clemency was frequently granted.  Obviously, we were reluctant 

to hang people. 

We know the names of 3 Canadian Executioners: John Radcliff, who died a drunk 

in 1911.  A fellow named Arthur English (who called himself Arthur Ellis), who 

executed almost 600 people professionally.  He was actually English by birth and 

he came from a family who had been executioners in England for over 300 years.  

How on earth can that be a family business?!  Anyway Arthur Ellis died in 

poverty in 1938.  There were 2 subsequent executioners - one called himself 

Arthur Ellis and another called himself Carmile Branchaud.  The second Ellis and 

Branchaud executed the last 180 Canadians who went to the gallows. 

It seems that these guys were stationed in Quebec where the Bordeaux Jail is 

located.  More executions took place at the Bordeaux Jail than at any other 

Canadian Jail.  At Bordeaux Jail (and I can't tell you why so don't ask) they sound 

a chime 7 times to announce a man's execution and 10 times to announce a 

woman's.   
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As I mentioned last week, death by hanging was the only legal method of 

execution ever used in Canada.   The death penalty was abolished under the 

Criminal Code in 1976. 

The military did use the firing squad as a means of execution, but I learned that if 

they blow it and the target doesn't die, they don't get a second crack at it.  If you 

survive the firing squad because they are poor marksmen, your sentence is 

automatically changed to life in prison.  On the other hand, if you don't die when 

you are being executed as a criminal, if the rope breaks for example, they do it 

again. 

When was the last execution in Canada?  

Last week I mentioned that the execution in 1956 of a convicted accused named 

Wilbert Coffin was the last execution in Canada.  Incredibly, the Lawdawg was 

wrong. 

In the Lawdawg's defence, it should be noted that the Coffin affair, was in large 

measure responsible for the abolition of the death penalty but it was not our last 

execution. 

In fact Canada's last executions took place on December 11, 1962 when Arthur 

Lucas, aged 54, was hanged for the for the premeditated murder of a pimp and a 

prostitute and Robert Turpin, aged 29, was hanged for killing a police officer 

whiled trying to escape.  They were hung at the same time, standing back to back, 

at the Don Jail in Toronto. 

Canada executed women? 

Yes, 13 women have been executed in Canada since Confederation. The first 

woman to be executed was Phoebe Campbell in 1872; she had been convicted of 

murder. The last woman to be hanged in Canada was Marguerite Pitre. She was 

executed in 1953 after being convicted as a co-conspirator in what was (until Air 

India) Canada's largest mass murder.   
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Canada had mass murders? 

I was shocked that I had never heard of this before so here is what happened. 

A guy named Albert Guay (a watch and jewelry salesman) fell in love with a 19-

year-old waitress named Marie Robitaille. Albert and Marie began a secret love 

affair; in those days, Quebec was strictly Catholic and a divorce would have been 

almost impossible to obtain.  Guay decided that to continue his relationship with 

Marie, he had to get rid of his wife Rita.  He at first considered poison, but later 

decided on to blow up an airplane in which she was travelling.  I have no idea why 

he thought that blowing up an airplane was the better way to go, it was sure going 

to attract some attention.  The day of the flight, he purchased a $10,000 

insurance policy on his wife, a fair bit of money in those days, which he 

attempted to collect three days later.  

You have to wonder about someone who figured he could collect the insurance 

money he just purchased.  However, back in the 60s you could buy flight 

insurance at the airport and hand over the premium then and there.  This may 

have given passengers the wrong idea about airline safety, so they don't sell this 

insurance at the airport anymore.  

Anyway, prior to the flight, Guay asked clockmaker Généreux Ruest to 

manufacture a bomb using dynamite, batteries and an alarm clock. The dynamite 

had been purchased at a hardware store by Ruest's sister, Marguerite Pitre.  

Marguerite also delivered the package containing the bomb to the plane, for mail 

delivery.  I don't think they sell dynamite at the hardware store anymore either. 

The aeroplane was a DC-3 (Buffalo Air still flies them out of Yellowknife) flying 

from Montreal to Baie-Comeau with a stopover in Quebec City, where Rita 

boarded the plane, bringing along the bomb with her. 

The dynamite was rigged to explode when it was triggered by the alarm clock.  It 

was hidden in a package that was put aboard the plane with the baggage of Rita 
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Guay. It exploded near a small town named Sault-au-Cochon causing the plane to 

crash.  All four crew members and nineteen passengers were killed.  It seems that 

the flight was delayed five minutes at takeoff so the plane had not yet reached the 

St Lawrence River when it went down.  If the flight had reached the River, it 

would probably have been impossible to figure out what happened. 

Guay was arrested two weeks after the crash and put on trial in February, 1950; 

on being convicted he was sentenced to death by hanging, and was executed on 

January 12, 1951, at the age of 33. His last words were Au moins, je meurs célèbre 

(At least I die famous). 

After he was convicted, Guay issued a statement, claiming that Ruest and Pitre 

had knowingly abetted his plans. A short time later Ruest and his sister were 

arrested, tried and also sentenced to death by hanging.  On January 9, 1953, the 

thirteenth and last woman to be hanged in Canada died on the gallows. 

Ruest and Pitre both maintained their innocence. Pitre claimed that Guay had 

told her that the package she was transporting contained a statue.  Ruest also 

claimed that he thought the bomb was to be used to clear tree stumps from a 

field.  A criminologist suggested that Guay may have made his statement so that 

he could delay his execution by being a witness at the trials of Ruest and Pitre.  I 

can understand that she may have thought the bomb was a statute, but I don't 

know why dynamite for clearing stumps needed an alarm clock.  Maybe so that 

the explosion could be timed so that it wouldn't wake up the neighbors?  

So that covers my quick look at the death penalty in Canada.  Next week - a 

Christmas present - why we got rid of the capital punishment in Canada and why 

it is a good thing that we did. 


