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#1 A sketch of Derby, British Columbia in 1859
Sketch of Derby, British Columbia, drawn in 1859 by Reverend William Crickmer, a Hudson Bay 
Company chaplain who lived in the town.  

Sketch of Derby, BC, by Reverend William Crickmer, 1859 in Bruce Ramsey, Ghost towns of British Columbia Vancouver, BC: 
Mitchell Press, 1963) p. 13.

Chinese employment 1875-1945



consortium
thinkingcritical

the

#2 Chinese gold miner
Photograph taken in 1875 of a Chinese man mining gold on the Fraser River.

“Chinese man washing gold, Fraser River, B.C., ca. 1875” © Public Domain | Library and Archives Canada – Ken 
and Jenny Jacobson collection (PA – 125990).
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Chinese labour and the 
development of British Columbia
Excerpt from the Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese 
Immigration: Report and evidence, published by the Canadian 
government in 1885. This excerpt is testimony from Sir Matthew 
Begbie, the  Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of British 
Columbia at the time. 
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Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration:
Report and Evidence, 1885

I do not see how people would get on [exist] here at all without 
Chinamen. They do, and do well, what white women cannot do, and do 
what white men will not do … as to the past, the undoubted facts 
are: 1st. That Chinamen are very largely, and till within a year [of 
1884], mainly, employed in all the laborious parts of our coal mines; 
2nd. They constitute three fourths of the working hands about ev-
ery salmon cannery; 3rd. They are a very large majority of the la-
bourers employed in gold mines; 4th. They are the model [exemplary] 
market gardeners of the province, and produce the greater part of 
the vegetables grown here; 5th. They have been found to be absolute-
ly indispensable [crucial] in the construction of the railway; 6th. 
They are largely, sometimes, exclusively [the only ones], employed in 
nearly every manufactory or undertaking of any description, not 
being under the authority of a board or council elected exclusively 
by white voters.

-Sir Matthew Begbie 
Chief of Justice of the Supreme Court of BC

J. A. Chapleau and John Hamilton Gray, Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese immigration: Report and evidence (Ottawa, ON: Royal 
Commission on Chinese immigration, 1885), p. 75, Early Canadiana online, http://www.canadiana.org/ECO/ItemRecord/14563 (Accessed Octo-
ber 31, 2011) © Public Domain

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Chinese work gang on the Canadian Pacific Railway, 1889
Photograph taken in 1889, shows a Chinese work gang employed on a section of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway near Summit, British Columbia.

Glenbow Archives NA-3740-29, Chinese work gang, Canadian Pacific Railway tracks near Summit, British Columbia, William Notman and Son, Montreal , Quebec, 
1889.
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Vegetable men on Dupont Street
Photograph taken in 1889 along Dupont Street (now Pender Street) in Vancouver, British 
Columbia. 

Phillip. T. Timms, “Vegetable Men Meet on Dupont Street,” The University of British Columbia: Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection, 
EX-4-9. 1889, http://digitalcollections.library.ubc.ca/u?/coll0803-7,17338 (Accessed October 31, 2011).
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Chinese workers canning salmon
Photograph taken in 1900 shows Chinese salmon cannery workers in a processing plant in 
Nanaimo, British Columbia. 

“Chinese workers canning salmon,” Royal BC Museum: BC Archives collections, A-04437, 1900.
Image use courtesy of Royal B.C. Museum, B.C. Archives

#6
Chinese employment1875-1945



consortium
thinkingcritical

the

Two domestic servants 
remember
Excerpt from interviews with two Chinese immigrants, Wing Wong 
and Wong Quan, who arrived in Vancouver in 1914 and 1918. The 
interviews were published in the book entitled Saltwater City, in 
2006.
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Wing Wong
The discrimination was so bad you couldn’t get any other work ex-
cept housework. That was forced, you had to do housework because 
you went into the house and nobody saw you. That way, people didn’t 
mind. But if you went into the public and looked for work, you sure 
got beat up. I was small in those days, twelve or thirteen. I stud-
ied after school and then I did my work: chopping wood, bringing 
up coal, house-cleaning, taking care of the furnace, washing dishes. 
Just to get my room and board.

Wong Quan
I washed the dishes, and the lady of the house taught me to fry 
bacon and eggs and to make toast on the stove. I lived downstairs, 
near the coal in the basement. I slept on an old broken bed. I broke 
coal into smaller pieces, washed the car, washed the dog. Mrs. John-
son treated me well. She made the salad, and we all ate together. 
At the second place, on Fifteenth Avenue near Kingsway, the lady 
had two sons who were very bad. At night, when I was asleep, they 
came down with sheets around them like ghosts to pick on me. When 
I burned the coal and it was not warm enough, they scolded me. I 
bought an orange to eat and they stole it. The boys were so bad that 
I quit after a few months.

From Paul Yee, Saltwater city: An Illustrated History of the Chinese in Vancouver (Vancouver, BC: Douglas & McIntyre, 2006), pp. 56–57. Doug-
las & McIntyre is an imprint of D&M Publishers Inc. Reprinted with permission of the publisher.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Chinese trucking
Photograph taken in April 1920 shows a Wing Tai & Company delivery truck outside of the Federal 
Motor Company. 

 
“Wing Tai and Co. Federal Motor Company delivery,” Royal BC Museum: BC Archives collections, C-023987, 1920.
 Image use courtesy of Royal B.C. Museum, B.C. Archives.
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Vegetable peddlers
Photograph taken in 1920 and shows two Chinese Canadian men carrying loads of fresh produce 
for door-to-door sale in what is most likely Vancouver, British Columbia. 

H. U. Knight, “Vegetable Peddler,” The University of British Columbia: Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection, 
EX-4-18, 1920.

#9
Chinese employment1875-1945



consortium
thinkingcritical

the

Section of Chinatown in Vancouver, British Columbia
Photograph taken during the 1920’s shows the Pekin Chop Suey House restaurant, at the corner of 
Carrall Street and West Pender Street in Vancouver’s Chinatown.

“Section of Chinese District, Vancouver, B.C.,” The University of British Columbia Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection, 
CC-PH-00039, 192?.
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Chinese steamship cook
Photograph taken in 1936 shows a Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) steamship cook. 

Karl Heinz Elkan, “C.P.R. Chinese steamship cook Lou,”
The University of British Columbia: Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection, CC-PH-04360, 1936.
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A hostile job market for Chinese 
Canadians
Excerpt from an interview with Reverend Osterhouse of the 
United Church, who was the Superintendent of the Oriental 
Missions West of the Great Lakes, regarding the job market for 
Chinese Canadians in the 1930s and 1940s.
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Interview with Reverend Osterhouse

“The chief difficulties arise as the [Chinese] graduates from high 
school and universities emerge into commercial life. Here discrimi-
nation is marked [evident]. There are few industries which are open 
to them except those carried on among themselves, such as the green 
grocer stores, Oriental shops, laundries and cafés.”

Peter Li, The Chinese in Canada, second edition (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press Canada, 1998), p. 69. Reprinted with permission of the 
publisher.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

Editorial against the Chinese 
farm industry
Editorial published in the Vancouver Province on March 2, 1937. Chinese employment 1875-1945

Vancouver Province
March 2, 1937

Twenty years ago lowly John Chinaman [a term used to refer to the stereotypical 
Chinese labourer] leased [rented] a parcel [portion] of land from its white owner 
and, mostly by hand, produced what he could peddle [sell] through the streets 
of the town. Today that picture is quite outmoded. Big Chinese corporations 
own large farms, equipped with up-to-date machinery, but still manned by the 
cheapest Oriental labor, working from dawn to dark; and their produce is sent 
to market in trucks owned by Orientals, driven by Oriental chauffeurs, delivered 
to Oriental warehouses, sold finally through Oriental retail stores—where the 
salesgirl is very apt to be a brilliant young Chinese graduate of the University 
of B.C. It is a changed situation indeed! Chinese have crossed into the imported 
vegetable market as well. Wholesale Row of Water Street, supposed to contain 
some of the cleverest men engaged in the business, has had to make peace with 
the Chinese invaders. How long will it be before the latter are in command of 
the whole situation?
From Paul Yee, Saltwater city: An Illustrated History of the Chinese in Vancouver (Vancouver, BC: Douglas & McIntyre, 2006), pp. 96. Douglas 
& McIntyre is an imprint of D&M Publishers Inc. Reprinted with permission of the publisher.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Wholesale farmers’ market in Vancouver
Photograph taken in the 1930s, shows Chinese produce trucks and farmers at the open-air farmers’ 
wholesale market near Main Street and Terminal Street in Vancouver.

City of Vancouver Archives, CVA-492-47 © Public Domain 
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Chinese employment in Canada
Excerpt from a book written by historian Peter Ward entitled 
White Canada forever: Popular attitudes and public policy toward 
Orientals in British Columbia, that was published in 2002.

#1

Once they arrived in British Columbia, the Chinese quickly found various 
sorts of work. During the era of the gold rush most followed the advancing 
mining frontier. These were the gleaners [someone who picks grain left in a 
field by harvesters] of the goldfields: they frequently worked abandoned or 
unprofitable claims, often for small returns. Others became labourers, cooks, 
laundrymen, teamsters, and merchants and thus provided some of the ancil-
lary [secondary] services which the mining community required. In towns 
and villages a few found work as houseboys in the homes of the well-to-do. 
Throughout the 1870s this employment pattern changed little. But between 
1881 and 1885 more than 15 000 Chinese arrived to work on the Pacific 
railway, and during the next four decades, as the provincial economy ma-
tured, they entered many new occupations. To some extent they remained a 
reservoir of unskilled labour and did the rough work of a pioneer industrial 
economy. Railway construction and land clearing were two of many such 
tasks. But other Chinese workers entered the ranks of the skilled and the 
semi-skilled, especially in the saw mills and canneries of the province. The 
Chinese cannery worker of the turn of the century was typical. Most provin-
cial salmon canneries employed him to make, pack, and seal tins. He pos-
sessed significant industrial skills, a fact acknowledged by his employer, and 
he stood on a middle rung in the province’s labour hierarchy [in the middle 
of the economic ladder]. Other immigrants from China took up agriculture. 
Chinese market gardeners became fixtures in British Columbia, particularly 
near Vancouver and Victoria where by 1900 they had monopolized [domi-
nated] the business. Still other Chinese found petty [small-time] commerce 
attractive, increasingly so after the turn of the century [after 1900]. Many 
Chinese grocers, laundrymen, peddlers, shopkeepers, and restaurateurs pro-
vided services to the white community while others dealt exclusively [only] 
with a Chinese clientele.

W. Peter Ward, White Canada forever: Popular attitudes and public policy toward Orientals in British Columbia 
3rd ed. (Montréal, PQ: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002), p. 47. Reprinted with permission of McGill-
Queens University Press.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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The Oriental question
Excerpt from a book written by historian Patricia Roy entitled The 
Oriental question: Consolidating a white man’s province, 1914–41, 
that was published in 2003.

#2

Asians had limited access to other occupations. The provincial civil service 
[governmental occupations] would not hire them, and the Ministry of Fi-
nance warned government agents who employed Asian janitors that it would 
not honour vouchers to pay them. When R. W. Bruhn, MLA (Conserva-
tive, Salmon Arm), claimed that Asian university graduates were displacing 
whites [taking away positions from whites], Dr. Edward Banno, a dentist 
and leader in the Japanese-Canadian community, called this fear “ridicu-
lous” since Asian professionals had to go elsewhere to find jobs. In the case 
of medicine and dentistry, this claim was not quite true; both professions 
admitted qualified Asians, presumably to practise among their own people. 
Nurses were another matter. Most hospitals had training schools and used 
students as cheap labour. In the fall of 1920 several members of the medi-
cal staff of the Vancouver General Hospital favoured admitting Japanese 
and Chinese students. One doctor noted that a graduate Japanese nurse was 
“well liked.” 

Patricia Roy, The Oriental question: Consolidating a white man’s province, 1914–41 (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 
2003), p. 102. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. All rights reserved by University of British Columbia 
Press | www.ubcpress.ca

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

The Chinese in Canada
Chart adapted from a book written by historian Peter Li entitled 
The Chinese in Canada, published in 1998. Li compiled the original 
data from census data provided by 1885 Royal Commission and the 
Dominion Bureau of Statistics.

#3

Occupations of Chinese in British Columbia (1885) and Canada (1931)

     

Occupation 1885 % 1931 %
Professional occupations 0.5 0.3

Store owners and merchants 0.3 3.6
Restaurant-keepers 0.1 8.9
Laundry owners and managers - 2.2
Farmers and gardeners 1.3 4.2
Miners 15.8 1.0
Food canners 7.6 0.8
Lumberman and sawmill 
workers

7.6 1.6

Railroad workers 31.3 0.3
Store employees 3.3 1.9
Servants, cooks, and waiters 3.0 26.6
Landry workers 1.7 13.6
Farm labourers 17.4 7.5
Other labourers 3.3 21.4
Other occupations 5.9 6.5
TOTAL 100.1 100.0
(Total number of Chinese in 
labour force)

9,272 40,253

Compiled from occupations of Chinese in BC (Royal Commission, 1885, Appendix C: 363-5 and
Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Census of Canada, 1931 Occupations and Industries, vol. VII.
 Peter Li, The Chinese in Canada, second edition (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press Canada, 1998), pp. 
64–68. Reprinted with permission of the publisher.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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