Gulf of Georgia Cannery National Historic Site of Canada
12138 Fourth Ave. Richmond B.C. V7E 3J1

Cannery Stories Pre-visit Package
Grade(s): 4-6
Duration: 90 mins
PLO’s:
Grade 4
Science
-make predictions, supported by reasons and relevant to the content
Social Studies
-A1 apply critical thinking skills
-A3 gather information from a variety of sources
-A4 identify alternative perspectives on a selected event or issue
Grade 5
Social Studies
-A1 apply critical thinking skills
-A4 create a presentation on a selected topic
-B2 assess why immigrants came to Canada, the individual challenges they faced, and
their contributions to Canada
-B3 describe the contributions of significant individuals to the development of Canada’s
identity
Grade 6
Social Studies
-A1 apply critical thinking skills
-A4 deliver a formal presentation
-B2 compare Canadian society with the society of another country
Goals:
*Students will learn about the different positions within the Cannery and who occupied
those roles
*Students will experience the treatment of different ethnic groups and genders
*Students will connect information to experience to create a presentation on how
different ethnic groups were treated
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Program Summary:
Upon arriving at the Gulf of Georgia Cannery, students will engage in the
following activities under the guidance of a Cannery Interpreter:
- Snapshot Tour
- Mystery Identify Activity
- Character/Artifact Presentations
- Film
Pre-visit Activities:
- Historical Information
- Cannery Mindmap
- Cannery Stories and Handout (organize students into groups of 5)
Resources:
In their Words: The Story of BC Packers,
http://www.intheirwords.ca/english/people_company.html
Detailing the lives of those working in the fishing fleet at the North Pacific Cannery,
Derrik Chan
Salmonopolis: The Steveston Story, Ducan Stacey
Steveston Cannery Row: An Illustrated History, Matsuo Yesaki et als
Post-visit Activities:
- Guess Who’s Talking Handout
Teacher Key to Guess Who’s Talking? Activity:
Answers to paragraph 1: a) woman, b) filler, c) maybe Aboriginal, Japanese, or
Caucasian d) if you were a filler, it was better to wear gloves in order not to get cut
Answers to paragraph 2: a) man b) butcher c) person of Chinese descent d) the job
changed over a period of time due to the introduction of cannery machines, loss of work
Answers to paragraph 3: a) woman b) filler c) maybe Aboriginal, Japanese, or Caucasian
d) filling cans with salmon is more complicated than it looks
Answers to paragraph 4: a) man or woman b) fisherman or filler c) Aboriginal or
Japanese d) Cannery owners provided housing to fishing families
Answers to paragraph 5: a) man b) fisherman or filler c) Japanese, Aboriginal, or
Caucasian d) Before sophisticated instruments became available to fishermen, they had
to rely on their ability to memorize good fishing grounds
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Historical Information
To this day, Steveston remains the largest commercial fishing port in Canada. The Gulf
of Georgia Cannery, known as the “monster cannery” for its size, was built in 1894.
Three years later, in 1897, there were over a dozen canneries in Steveston.
Sockeye, chum, coho, pink, and Chinook are the five species of salmon that spawn in the
Fraser River and each played a role in the canning industry. The sockeye was most
prized for its high oil content and rich red colour. Each year, the canning season usually
spanned from March to mid-September, mirroring spawning patterns. The seasonal
nature of cannery work meant that during the summer months, Steveston’s population
of 400 would swell to over 6000 people. During the busiest times, when large
quantities of salmon were being caught, cannery workers could be on the job for 20
hours each day. Fishermen were encouraged to catch as much salmon as they could, so
when runs were strong, there were often excess fish that could not be processed before
they spoiled and were thrown away as waste.
Canneries were mostly owned by British or American businessmen who made their
fortunes by taking advantage of the limited options available to cannery workers.
Canneries employed many newcomers to Canada. Among the fishermen were First
Nations, Scandinavians, Greeks, Italians, and Japanese. Inside the canneries, Chinese
men and Native women comprised most of the workforce, managed by a few European
foremen. In later years, Japanese and European workers joined the crews. Although
cannery work brought together an ethnic mix, the corporate structure modeled the
racial hierarchy of the 1800s and early 1900s. People did not usually socialize outside of
their ethnic group and Caucasian workers were paid more than other employees.

First Nations
The lower Fraser Valley and southeast Vancouver Island are the traditional lands of the
Coast Salish peoples who have been fishing for thousands of years. The Coast Salish,
like many other Aboriginal groups, engaged in hunting and gathering in a seasonal
round.
As the canning industry developed, many First Nations along the coast adjusted their
seasonal round to include cannery work. Native families arrived by canoe each summer.
Most of the fishermen before 1893 were First Nations men. Women worked in
canneries as slimers and fillers, made nets, and sometimes helped with fishing. Children
worked in the can lofts or on the canning line.
Cannery managers were keen to recruit Native families, as their canneries needed a
large workforce. Managers who spoke Chinook, the Native trade jargon, were most
successful in recruiting First Nations women who were skilled at making and mending
nets.
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Chinese
Most early Chinese migrants were men from Say-yup, a region in Guangdong province.
Crews from the newly completed CPR railway found work in the emerging canning
industry. In 1900, 75% of a cannery crew was Chinese. They engaged in seasonal work
for low pay and were employed under a contract labour system. A Chinese boss, who
spoke English, was contracted by the canneries to recruit and manage Chinese workers.
These workers were paid by the Chinese boss and were obligated to patronize the
cannery store and to pay for their room and board out of their wages.
Crews of Chinese men worked as butchers, a job that required skill in beheading and
gutting fish with speed and accuracy; each man could butcher about 60 fish per hour. In
the early canneries, Chinese men also filled, cooked, and labelled the cans of salmon.
During the off-season, some of the men made cans and assembled boxes.
Chinese crews lived in bunkhouses provided by the canneries. When the cannery was
busy, the Chinese contract provided workers with three meals a day: rice, meat, and
vegetables. On slack days, only breakfast at 9 am and supper at 4 pm were provided. At
night, gambling games were played in the bunkhouses. When the canning season
ended, most of the men looked for work in the Chinatowns of larger cities.

Japanese
When Japanese migrants began arriving in the late 1800s, they were greeted with few
employment opportunities other than fishing. Many newcomers from Wakayama
prefecture settled in the village of Steveston, known as “Sutebusuton” in Japanese. By
the early 1900s, the population of predominantly young men were joined by their wives.
Some men sent for “picture brides” and others travelled to Japan to marry. Many
Japanese women worked in the canneries alongside Native women.
In order to eke out a living beyond the short salmon season, Japanese men also
participated in boat building, charcoal production (to power the canning industry),
farming, and the salt fish industry.
A number of Japanese boat works were established in Steveston. At age 14, Mamoru
Sakamoto started apprenticing with his stepfather who was an established shipwright.
By the 1920s, Mamoru was an expert on the locally built Easthope engine. In 1950, he
returned to the coast after being interned in Vernon and built 16 high quality boats.
Crystal S., named for his daughter, worked as the family fishing boat and was
maintained by Mamoru until his death in 2003. The Crystal S. can still be seen on the
Fraser River today.
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Europeans
Euro-Canadians formed the cannery management and earned the highest salaries.
With the exception of John Deas, an African-American, the owners of the Fraser River’s
canneries were of European descent.
In 1912, the “Whites” fishing the Fraser River included Canadians, Scandinavians,
British, Austrians, Greeks, Fins, Italians, Spaniards, Germans, French, and Russians.
Geiri Sigurgeirson, an Icelandic boat builder, moved from Prince Rupert to set up shop
on Fourth Avenue in Steveston.
Europeans also worked in the canneries. Women worked on the canning line. Men
were employed as machinists, foremen, overseers, and clerks.
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Cannery Mind Map

Name:____________

When you hear the word “cannery,” what do you think of?
Using the space below, create a mind map that illustrates any questions you may have or
the knowledge you already have regarding BC canneries.

Cannery
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Sam Wong

A Chinese Canadian Story

PROVENANCE
My name is Sam Wong. I came to Canada in 1920 when I was very young, only 16 years
old. I came from a small village in the Chinese province of Guangdong. Our family
farmed the land but my father spent most of his life in Canada. When I became an adult,
I left my village in Guangdong to work in Canada with my father. He arranged for my
trip and paid the five hundred-dollar head tax for me to come into the country. All
Chinese coming to Canada had to pay this head tax. I took a boat across the Pacific
Ocean from the port of Guangzhou (Canton). It took a whole month to travel to Canada.
When I arrived in Vancouver, my father was waiting for me at the docks. He did not
recognize me. The last time he saw me I was just a baby.
LANGUAGE
The day I arrived, my father showed me around Vancouver. Many people from my
country lived in one area called Chinatown. Most of them came from Guangdong like me
but they spoke a different kind of Chinese than I did. That is because they used
expressions and words that were only used in the villages where they came from. My
father knew almost everyone. He had been living in Canada for many years already.
WHY WE CAME
My father came to Canada to become rich. In China, cultivating the land was hard. Our
family needed more money to live well. A man from our village went to Canada and
returned rich. He had found gold over there. My father thought he could find gold too.
So he left our family in China and went to Canada. He never found gold but lots of jobs
were available. So he worked hard and sent us money. Because of that money our family
could buy more land and we did not starve when the harvest was bad. When I turned 16
years old, I came to help my father. With both of us working, we hoped that soon we
would have enough money to become rich and return to China for good. Until then, we
worked as hard as we could to earn lots of money and help our family.
AT WORK
Before I came to join him, my father worked at many different jobs. First, he helped
build the Canadian Pacific Railway. He was also a coal miner in Nanaimo. When I
arrived, my father worked at two different jobs. During the winter he worked in a mill
near Vancouver making shingles for rooftops. I started to work with him right away. In
the summer, we worked at the Gulf of Georgia Cannery in Steveston. My father started
working there in 1904. Every summer, the canneries along the Fraser River employed
hundreds of Chinese, Japanese, and Aboriginal workers to butcher and can the salmon
caught by fishermen. My father was a butcher. His job was to clean the fish. Cleaning
salmon meant he had to cut off the head, tail, and fins of the fish, then cut its belly open
and take all its guts out. He told me he was not very good at first. Some friends helped
him to learn. They showed him how to hold his knife properly. They also showed him
how to keep his knife sharpened to cut the salmon better and faster. Soon he could clean
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almost five fish per minute. The more fish a butcher could clean, the more money he got.
When the fishing season was good there were a lot of fish to butcher. Dad made about
30 dollars a month. The man who employed my father was a Chinese Contractor. He
could speak English. That is why he was the Boss. He took orders from the Canadian
bosses and told my father and the other Chinese workers what to do. He is the one who
paid the men after the Canadian bosses paid him for the work of his crew.
When I started working in 1920, the canning lines did not need butchers anymore. A
butchering machine had replaced them. The white men called this machine an “Iron
Chink”. So after that, my father worked at the sliming tables. He inspected the fish as it
came out of the butchering machine. He made sure it was well cleaned. I worked at the
end of the canning lines, at the retorts. Retorts were large ovens that cooked the salmon
inside the cans. Only strong young men like me worked at the retorts because it was very
hard work. You needed to be strong to fill these ovens with the heavy trays full of cans
and then empty them again after the salmon was cooked.
LEISURE
Most of the money we made at work went directly to our family in China. My father and
I did not keep much for ourselves. The man who hired us, Mr Yip Sang, provided two
meals a day and a place to stay in a boarding house close to the Cannery in Steveston. So
we saved most of our money. Some of my friends liked to drink whiskey, gamble and
smoke opium. They spent much money that way. But Father and I did not. Father was
always so tired after work that he never had enough energy left to go out. He stayed at
the bunkhouse to write letters to our family in China and to sleep. Sometimes I went to
the gambling house to talk with others and maybe have a glass of whiskey or two, but I
never gambled. I didn’t have many friends. I spent most of my time with my Dad or at
the Cannery. Some days we worked from sunrise to sundown. We were always too busy
at work to talk and get to know each other and a lot of people did not even speak
Chinese. They were from Japan or from Native villages. The white workers did not speak
to us either.
During the winter, when we lived in Chinatown, father and I went to the Chinese Opera
once a month. We also liked going to the Chinese Benevolent Association meetings to
talk about China and find new ways of helping our family over there. We liked Canada
because it allowed us to make money for our family but our hearts were always with
China.
My father became very sick in 1925. He was getting old and he had been working too
hard for too many years. He died during the winter. I wanted to go back to China to bury
my father’s bones on our ancestral land but I could not. Starting in 1923, the Canadian
Government stopped the Chinese from coming into Canada. They were afraid there
would be too many of us. This law continued until 1947. If I had left, I would not have
been able to come back. So I continued to work to help my family. They needed me more
than ever.
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Canada slowly became my home. After a while I forgot what it was like to live in China. I
made new friends and learned to speak English. I got married to a young woman who
was born here from Chinese parents. I worked for many more years at the Cannery and
continued to send money to my mother. My wife and I had a son. He went to a good
school. During his summer vacations, he worked at the Cannery. With the money he
made, he paid for his education. He was the first in our family to go to university. When
I was young, Chinese people were not allowed to study in university. But my son was a
Canadian. He could study where he wanted and hold a good job and even vote. He
became a very successful businessman.
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Aki Yoshida

A Japanese Canadian Story

My name is Aki Yoshida. I am a student at Lord Byng School in Steveston. My school
was built in 1929 for the children of Japanese fishers. My grandmother and my
grandfather also went to Lord Byng School when they were kids. That was long before
my grandfather started fishing with his dad and before my grandmother started working
at the Japanese hospital. Today in school, we learned all about the history of Japanese
Canadians. It was really interesting. Especially since my great-grandfather, Hidezo
Yoshida, came to Steveston from Japan in 1900. That year, a lot of Japanese fishers like
Hidezo came to the West Coast of Canada to fish salmon. But they were not the first
Japanese people to come to the area.
COMING TO CANADA
The first Japanese fishers in Steveston arrived around 1885. They were young single
men who came to Canada to earn money. They planned to return home to pay family
debts, buy land, or start a business. These young men came from many different areas of
Japan. They were hired as “day workers”; that is, they were hired by the canneries when
needed and were provided with boats and gear. They only worked at the cannery during
the fishing season, in the summer. In the off-season, they worked in lumbering camps,
sawmills and farms... wherever they could find a job. These men all dreamed of
returning to Japan but many of them never did. Instead, they used the money that they
earned to buy farms or to start businesses here in Canada. After 1900, many fishers like
my great-grandfather arrived from Mio-mura, a small coastal village in Wakayama
Prefecture. Like my great-grandfather, they were fishers in Japan and fishers they
remained in British Columbia. At first, they returned to Japan in the off-season but later
they formed families in Canada and stayed in the Steveston area. That is what my greatgrandfather did. With my great-grandmother he lived in a company house provided by
the Gulf of Georgia Cannery where they both worked. They shopped on credit at the
cannery store. They lived like they did in Japan and continued to speak their language.
AT WORK
My great-grandfather was a contract worker for the Gulf of Georgia Cannery. That
means that the cannery gave him a boat to do his fishing. Soon after, he became a citizen
of Canada and was able to buy his own license to fish. Then he bought his own boat and
gear from the Cannery. He made more money that way.
My great-grandmother worked at the Gulf of Georgia Cannery too. While my greatgrandfather was out fishing, she canned fish with other Japanese and Aboriginal
women. She had no one to take care of her children while she was at work so she
brought them with her. Strapped on her back, her younger son spent the day with her
while she worked. She could always make sure he was O.K. This baby would grow up to
be my grandfather. Her oldest daughter helped out by bringing boxes of empty cans
next to my great-grandmother’s work station. That way my great-grandmother could
work really fast without worrying about running out of cans.
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When there was no fishing or canning my great-grandfather still kept busy. He would
repair his net or weave a new one from twine. It took one and a half months of work to
make a set of nets. He also worked with a shipwright to make some money while he was
not fishing.
Many of my great-grandparents’ friends returned to Japan but they decided to stay.
Canada had become their home. Some Japanese people returned because they did not
feel welcomed by white Canadians. There were also fewer and fewer fishing licenses
available to Japanese fishers, especially between 1923 and 1930. During that time, the
number of licenses to fish salmon went from 3000 to 1065.
LEISURE
My great-grandparents lived, worked and socialized with other Japanese families in
Steveston. They continued to speak their native language, the Mio dialect. They had
little contact with other people so they never really had the chance or the need to learn
English. To negotiate with the Cannery managers and owners, the fishers relied on
Japanese “bosses” who had some knowledge of English. Sometimes Japanese, white and
Aboriginal fishers had disputes over the fish prices. Japanese fishers often accepted
lower prices for their catch. They thought it was better to sell fish at low price rather
than not sell it at all and starve. The other fishers who wanted to sell at a higher price
did not like the Japanese way of business. This caused much resentment and racial
tension.
The Japanese fishers who did not have wives and children gambled and drank when
they were not working. My great-grandfather had too many responsibilities. He had a
wife and two small children to take care of. He did not drink or gamble. To relax and to
have some fun my great-grandparents attended travelling Japanese movies and
Japanese community concerts. But following their custom, they went with friends of
their own gender, not together.
WORLD WAR II
The year 1942 was very tragic. By then, my grandfather was old enough to fish with his
father. He was getting to be a very good fisher. But all this changed right after Japan
bombed Pearl Harbor and Japan and Canada became enemies. This was the third year
of the Second World War. Many Canadians were scared that the Japanese fishermen in
Steveston would use their boats to help Japan win the War. So the government of
Canada rounded up all their boats and sold them at bargain prices. By the end of May,
all Japanese from the Steveston area were confined in Hastings Park in Vancouver.
Then they were sent to the interior of British Columbia. My great-grandfather and his
family lost everything. They spent the next seven years working on a farm. My
grandfather hated it. He wanted to go back to Steveston and fish again with his dad. In
1949 he got his wish. In that year, the government allowed the Japanese back in
Steveston. But things were different. They had no house, no money, and no boat. They
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had to borrow money from the Cannery and start all over again. It was hard work and
my great-grandfather was getting too old. He died that year. His son, my grandfather,
took over.
He was young and was not afraid of hard work. Slowly he saved enough money to be
able to buy a new boat and build a little house in Steveston. My grandfather became a
very good fisher and was involved in the United Fisherman and Allied Workers Union to
help defends fishers’ rights. His son, my father, also became a fisher. Now he is teaching
me how to become one.
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Louise Alex

A Stó:lō Story

PROVENANCE
My name is Louise Alex. I am from the Cheam Reserve near Agassiz in the Fraser Valley.
I started working at the canneries when I was about 16 years old, after my father
drowned in the Fraser River. My father had been a Fraser Valley logger before he died.
After he passed away, my mother, grandmother, grandfather, and I all went to work at
the Steveston canneries. We took a steamboat down the Fraser to Steveston each
summer to work in the cannery.
LANGUAGE
My grandparents spoke mostly Halq’eméylem and Chinook. Halq’eméylem is the
traditional language of the Stó:lō (pronounced Stahloh) people who live along the lower
Fraser River. Chinook is a trade dialect that traders and aboriginal people used to allow
them to communicate with people from diverse language groups. Both of my parents
went to St Mary’s residential school in Mission where they were forced to speak English.
Because of their education experience, they spoke a bit of Halq’eméylem at home but
mostly English. Just like my parents, I went to a residential school in Mission. Although
I understand Halq’eméylem, I usually speak English.
AT WORK
My family worked at the canneries because it was important seasonal employment. After
my father passed away, my mother, grandmother, and I needed to support my young
brothers and sisters. Working at the canneries in Steveston fit our seasonal economic
and social cycles. Also, the work that we did in the canneries - preparing and preserving
the fish - was familiar, as this kind of work was traditionally done by women in Stó:lō
society. Working at the canneries also served an important social function as many
aboriginal people from all over BC gathered in summer to work in the canneries.
When I first started at the canneries, I felt very uneasy and overwhelmed by the
machinery, noise, cold, and smells. Although I had cleaned and preserved salmon with
my family, I had never been in an environment like the cannery. They were so many
machines and so much noise. We had to stand in a line and do the work put in front of
us as quickly as possible.
My mother, grandmother, and I washed fish, mostly salmon, and filled cans. We stood
at a table with other aboriginal women from all over BC scraping the fish with a knife
and then brushing them. Once they were clean we threw them to the fish cutters. The
fish cutters, usually operated by Chinese men, cut the salmon so it would fit into the
cans. It was hard to learn how to fill the cans properly and quickly. We had to stand in a
line and fill tray of cans. If our cans weren’t filled properly, a girl would grab the can and
send it back to us.
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I wasn’t a fast can filler but a lot of my co-workers were. They filled the cans quickly
because they were paid by the number of cans they filled. I preferred to work by the hour
because I was slower. I made about 50 cents an hour, which was less than the women
who were paid by the number of cans they filled. Because my grandmother and mother
both filled their cans quickly, they always decided to be paid by the can.
We would go down to the cannery in the summer and stay almost until Christmas. My
mother, grandmother, grandfather, and I all lived in a small shack near the canneries
when we were working at the canneries. All of the aboriginal people lived in the same
area.
My grandfather didn’t work at the canneries but he would always come to Steveston
while we worked there. I went to the cannery for about three years in a row and then I
stopped going because I got married.
LEISURE
The money I made at the cannery helped support my family. I didn’t spend much on
myself and when I wasn’t working at the canneries, I usually went berry-picking to make
extra money. I didn’t really have much leisure time.
My grandmother and mother and I sometimes visited with other aboriginal people after
work. There were a lot of aboriginal people in our encampment that were from different
areas of BC. Sometimes, I would watch slahal games between aboriginal people from the
Fraser Valley and Vancouver Island. Other times there would be running races. Often I
just went to bed tired from our long day of work. My grandfather did a lot of visiting and
socializing when we were at the canneries.
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Mary McAlister

A Scottish Story

It is summer 1917 and 19-year-old Mary McAlister is boarding a train in Quebec City.
She and her parents have crossed the Atlantic by ship and cleared Canadian
immigration and customs. They left their native Scotland in search of better
opportunities in British Columbia, Canada. Soon their journey west will begin and when
it ends the family will be in Vancouver.
WHY BC?
During the previous year, Mary’s uncle Graham had convinced her father that wellpaying jobs were available in BC for the whole family. Mary’s father was a herring
fisherman and a builder. Her mother, like herself, was a fishing industry shoreworker
and domestic servant. After years of hard work and sacrifice to scrimp and save the
family’s earnings, Mary’s father was ready for something better.
Uncle Graham was adamant that BC’s fishing industry was thriving and that there
would be no shortage of work. He himself had immigrated to Canada in 1887. He had
always been skilled with numbers and worked for many years in Inverness, Scotland as a
shop assistant, selling fishing supplies. His motto was ‘be early, be lucky, be daring and
above all, be industrious.’ He had been hearing for some time through various contacts
and suppliers that salmon fishing and canning was booming in British Columbia,
Canada. He knew that it was mostly Scots building and running the canneries and he
hoped he could get into the action out there.
Like countless Scots, Graham was attracted to BC by the promise of abundant work for
high wages. Times were tough in Scotland and the opportunities available in the frontier
economy of BC were too tempting to resist. In addition to wages that were up to three
times higher than those in Scotland and twice as high as those in eastern Canada, BC
was a land of Scottish culture and enterprise. Scots had explored it, settled it and were
now the ones extracting the resources. They were a force in mining, lumbering, fishing,
and finance. The language of work and education was English. The predominant religion
was Presbyterian. Scots were prospering in BC as opportunities abounded. For Graham
there was no better time to live by his motto. After arriving in Vancouver on the newly
completed trans-continental railway, Graham was soon employed at a grocery wholesale
warehouse. By the time Mary and her family were arriving in Canada in 1917, Graham
was a store manager for J.H Todd & Sons Ltd., a Victoria wholesaler and salmon canner.
As the train rumbled and rattled along, Mary felt excited about what lay ahead. She was
young and it was an adventure, but she knew that hard work was in her future. In
Aberdeen, Mary had followed in the footsteps of her mother and her mother’s mother.
She was a herring girl, her mother and grandmother ‘fishwives.’ What would it be like in
British Columbia? Would the herring be the same? Would she still be good at the job?
Would there be singing and dancing after a day’s gutting? Would she make any friends?
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When they finally arrived in Vancouver, Uncle Graham met them at the station. Mary
marveled at the beauty of her surroundings and was excited to see her well-to-do uncle.
The family was quickly settled into a small house in Vancouver. Through the local
Presbyterian Church, they made friends with many of the Scottish people in the area.
They joined a Scottish society and Mary took up Scottish dancing and her father the
bagpipes.
AT WORK
Mary and her mother were employed by the Canadian Fishing Company to fill salmon
cans. There were many Scottish women working in the salmon canneries. They made
friends in the fish plant and enjoyed the work. Her father got a job fishing for herring for
the same company and was very successful.
The family worked for Canfisco for three years, but decided to move and join Uncle
Graham at J.H. Todd & Sons Ltd. in Victoria in 1922. They moved into a larger house
and were quickly accepted into the local church and society. Mary’s father became a
crew member on a salmon seiner and quickly developed a skill for this type of fishing.
When he wasn’t seining he was working as a carpenter in the company’s canneries. Mary
and her mother both worked on the salmon lines in Victoria, but Mary soon became a
secretary in the Company office.
LEISURE
Their after-work lives were dedicated to self-improvement. Mary read voraciously, wrote
a great deal of poetry and attended classes to become a school teacher. She was still very
active in Scottish dancing and it helped considerably that her father had become equally
interested in learning to play the bagpipes. Each Robbie Burns Night was a much
beloved affair as the entire family gathered with a host of other society members and
friends to listen to the toasts proposed by the local orators to the haggis and the
‘Immortal Memory.’ And then there was church – the services, the funerals, the
weddings, the teas and the socials – which was the focal point of the community.
In Victoria, Mary’s family would never lose sight of ‘auld Scotia,’ of their Scottish
heritage, but would always feel thankful for the opportunities that had brought them to
British Columbia, Canada. Ironically for Mary, like so many other Scots, employment in
the BC fishing industry allowed her to leave behind a Scotland in which she would have
toiled her entire life as a ‘fishwife’ and become a proud member of a ‘new’ Scotland in
which the sky was the limit -- a new Scotland in which Mary would become a successful
public school teacher.
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Name________________

The Cannery Workers’ Stories Questionnaire
1. What is the name of the main character?

2. Where is the main character from?

3. In your story, what was your main character’s occupation?

4. Why do you think your character seemed to like or dislike his/her work?

5. On the time line, indicate 4 important events in the life of your cannery worker.

*______________*______________*______________*______________

6. Compare your time line with your teammates. How are their choices different from
yours?

7. Compare your story with another team’s story. Look at their origins, jobs, after work
activities, the most important events in their life. How do they vary?

Origin

Job

Leisure Time

Most important events
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Guess Who’s Talking?

Name_________

These five paragraphs are taken from interviews with people who worked in salmon
canneries or fished for canneries. Based on what you’ve learned from “Cannery Stories”
and during class discussions,
a) Can you tell if it is a man or a woman talking?
b) Can you tell what the job of each person had?
c) Can you guess their ethnic background?
d) What do you learn about their work?
1) “If you were filling cans you always had to wear gloves because the cans had a sharp
edge on them...because when you work with speed you can’t be that careful, you’d cut
your hands, and you’d get really bad cuts because the cans are really sharp.”
A)
B)
C)
D)
2) “In those days they didn’t have the machinery...so the older people would just use
their hands and a knife. And just slice the fish open between the stomach....”
A)
B)
C)
D)
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3) “The most difficult thing about my job was learning to fill a can...it doesn’t really
come easy, it has to be packed a certain way.”
A)
B)
C)
D)
4) “Our houses were like long barracks partitioned off, very poor, but there was no
charge for them. Instead, the cannery bought our fish cheap. No heater in those days,
just a tin stove. It took a lot of wood to keep it going at night. We collected driftwood on
the beach, since that was free, and piled it up in front of the house to dry. The house was
very cold. It was built of only one layer of wood so we put up papers to insulate it.”
A)
B)
C)
D)
5) “When I was working in Port Edward, there were no computers or radar to catch the
fish. Therefore, the compass was the only reliable equipment. We had to remember the
positions of the mountains around and decide where we should anchor. We always
considered the tide moves.”
A)
B)
C)
D)

