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This paper is necessarily a preliminary and localized investigation of what
I expect to develop into some analyses of the interaction of Chinese and
Canadian influences upon Chinese Canadian political institutions and
behaviour in the first half of the present century. In this essay I will simply
try to summarize issues emanating from China on the one hand and those
from Canada on the other, and to describe the ways in which Vancouver's Chinese dealt with issues from each of these sources. The more
sophisticated questions relating to the interactions of China-derived issues
and Canada-context issues and the complexities of organizational and
leadership interaction as related to those interactions are matters that
must be left for a later essay. I will attempt to separate "China" issues
from "Canada" issues, while recognizing that such a distinction is somewhat artificial and mainly of preliminary analytical value.
It is probably the case that during the period in question "China"
influences and "China" issues were of more consistent significance and
concern to the Chinese in Vancouver than issues in Canada. Leaving
aside the thorny issue of whether the Chinese in Vancouver intended to
sojourn or to settle, they were, in the first instance, bearers of Chinese
political culture and, in the second case, conditioned by the legal and
political limitations of their life in British Columbia.
In China, political organization traditionally took the form, among
intellectuals, the primary political actors, of cliques held together by
personal ties that had been forged on varying bases; among businessmen,
political organization was likely to be almost congruent with business or
trade association, acting thereby as a political instrument for the expression of economic interest. In overseas Chinese communities, such as Van*Research for this paper is part of broader work by the author and several other persons in preparing a history of the Ghinese in Canada with support from the Multiculturalism Programme of the Department of the Secretary of State. Part of the
material in this essay will appear in the forthcoming general history. Research support
is gratefully acknowledged, but opinions are entirely those of the author.
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couver's, political leaders were usually businessmen; hence, the small
number of intellectuals in such communities would rarely lead independent political cliques but would instead establish intellectual or quasiintellectual organizations that tended to be associated with organizations
that were dominated by businessmen. Whatever the forms of organization,
traditional Chinese politics typically involved negotiation by a small group
or else independent political brokerage. In either case, the element of
personal relationship was strong.
Let us turn then from the traditional Chinese political heritage to the
critical limitations upon Chinese political life in Vancouver in 1900,
which shortly thereafter were three in number. First, in British Columbia
(and in one other province in Canada) Chinese lacked the vote. The
basis of disfranchisement (or non-enfranchisement) was entirely racial. A
Chinese born in Canada or naturalized as a Canadian citizen, if he
resided in British Columbia, still could not vote. From that flowed other
restrictions. Since the federal franchise effectively depended upon the
provincial, those not on the British Columbia voters' list could not vote
federally either. And within British Columbia, those not on the provincial
voters' list could not become lawyers, accountants or pharmacists. Since
the city of Vancouver also managed to remove the Chinese from its voters'
lists around 1900, the Vancouver Chinese were completely disfranchised,
with the implications that have been mentioned and others that may be
imagined. Second, beginning in 1904, the Chinese, alone among immigrant groups, were required to pay a $500 headtax in order to enter
Canada. That provision, and subsequent legislation and policies, limited
the Vancouver Chinese population to one of mostly single males. There
was little family life, and when a native-born generation of Chinese
Canadians began to appear in Vancouver during World War I, it was
very small and its political activities were necessarily limited not only by its
lack of the franchise but by its very smallness. Third, China, the "home
country" of Vancouver's Chinese, was consistently, from 1900 to 1947,
weak, lacking in prestige, and of only limited help in supporting the
interests of the Chinese of Canada.
I.

"China" Issues

Let us now consider some "China" issues and the way they were dealt
with by Vancouver's Chinese. The politics of China began to reach Vancouver in a significant way in the late 1890s. At that moment China was
in a state of political crisis. Defeat by Japan in the Sino-Japanese war of
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1894-95 had shocked the Chinese political world to its roots. Proposals for
the radical reform of the Chinese government, military and economy now
began to be voiced. Under the patronage of the young emperor, a group
of such reformers, led by Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, seemingly
achieved power in the summer of 1898. For three months the Emperor
issued an amazing series of reform edicts embodying their proposals for
constitutional government with representative assemblies, government encouragement to industry and commerce, and fundamental educational
changes. The real power, however, resided with the Empress Dowager,
who soon ousted the reformers into exile under threat of their lives, sent
the Emperor back into retirement, and, for a time, reversed the reform
edicts.
While Kang's group sought reform within a constitutional monarchy,
Sun Yat-sen's reaction to the defeat by Japan was to promote revolution,
which would replace the Qing dynasty with a republic. Sun's early efforts
at revolution were abortive and he fled into exile in 1895. Thus, by 1899,
both reformers and revolutionaries were in exile, seeking bases overseas
from which to launch their efforts for change in China. For the next
dozen years, until the Revolution of 1911, Kang, Liang and Sun became
itinerant orators, organizers and fund-raisers, going wherever there were
overseas Chinese communities of any size. Since Canada had a substantial
Chinese population by 1899, it became an important stopping place for
all three of these political figures.
Kang Youwei visited Canada three times: in 1899, I 9 0 2 a n d 1904.
During his first visit he established the first North American branch of his
Empire Reform Association (Baohuanghui) in Victoria which, at that
time, contained a somewhat larger (say 5,000, as compared to 3,000)
Chinese population than Vancouver did. A second branch of the Reform
Association was immediately set up in Vancouver and, as Vancouver's
Chinese community outstripped Victoria's in the period 1899-1911, Vancouver increasingly came to be the centre of Reform Association and other
Chinese political activity in British Columbia, although Victoria continued, up to 1947, to enjoy a kind of "associate" status and a partial
sharing of political leaders.
Kang's association attracted the support of the older, more prosperous
Chinese merchants in Canada. 1 Most of these men had resided in North
1
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America for many years and so were conversant with the strengths and
weaknesses of Western societies. Some were interpreters for the Immigrations or Customs services or for the courts. They were, in other words, a
rather cosmopolitan elite, in favour of modernizing China through selective borrowing from the West. One Western institution they favoured was
the modern political party, the conception of which was just developing in
China. The Empire Reform Association was intended to be just that.
By Kang's third visit to Canada there were twelve Canadian branches
of the Association and a reported 7,000 members. 2 In Victoria and in
Vancouver the Association had established a Chinese Patriotic School, the
one in Vancouver being the first Chinese school in that city.3 In Vancouver the Association also sponsored one of the earliest Chinese newspapers in Canada, the Daily News ( Y at Sun Bo ), established under the
encouragement of Kang's associate, Liang Qichao, who visited Vancouver
in 1903. 4 Their interest in Chinese politics was intense. At the height of
the Boxer Movement in 1900, when Western missionaries and diplomats
in China were besieged by the anti-Western Boxer troops and foreign
military forces were being dispatched to rescue them, Won Alexander
Cumyow of Vancouver, secretary of the Empire Reform Association in
Canada, announced to the English-language press that his group was
ready to send overseas Chinese troops, including some from Canada, to
accompany the relief forces. T h e idea was that these would punish the
Empress Dowager for backing the Boxers and rescue the Emperor from
her clutches. 5 There is no indication that such an expedition was sent.
The prosperity of the Empire Reform Association turned out to be of
short duration. Internal dissension was part of the problem. A company
had been formed by the Association to promote investment in Western
2
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China. After many shares had been sold in Canada, the company collapsed, amidst accusations of mishandling of funds. Meanwhile, shortly
after 1905, competing political groups began to appear and to attract
support away from the Empire Reform Association. By 1911 the Y at Sun
Bo had ceased publication and the Empire Reform Association had passed
its peak. 6
The Empire Reform Association, though not the only political group
in Vancouver's Chinatown, was the one best-known to non-Chinese. Its
leaders had wide contacts in white business and government circles and
sought their support for the Association's goals in China. White political
and business leaders, for their part, found the Reform movement interesting as a hopeful indicator of improved trade and political relations between China and Western Canada. 7
During the first several years after 1899 the Empire Reform Association
enjoyed some support in Canada from the Hongmen Zhigongtang (Cheekongtong). 8 The parent organization of the Cheekongtong was a secret
society in China which was opposed to the rule of the Qing dynasty.
Since political opposition was illegal in China the Cheekongtong was
necessarily secret there. In Canada the Cheekongtong had had a long
history in British Columbia prior to 1900. Its leaders and members were
small merchants and labourers, who lacked the polish and scholarly interests of the richer merchants. But their interests overlapped those of Kang's
supporters, since they, too, were concerned about strengthening and
modernizing China. Since the Empire Reform Association seemed to be
the only group with a program for doing so, the Cheekongtong allied
itself, for a time, with the Association. After 1905, however, as revolutionary groups began to appear in the Chinatowns of Vancouver and
Victoria, the Cheekongtong moved away from its affiliation with the
reformers and into an alliance, finally, with Sun Yat-sen's Revolutionary
League (T'ung-meng H u i ) , whose membership and interests were closer
to their own.
Sun Yat-sen visited Canada three times: in 1897, 1910 and 1911. His
first visit was devoted to fund-raising in the Chinatowns of Victoria and
Vancouver. The second visit had much the same character, but in the
meantime Vancouver's Chinatown had become much more important
6
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than Victoria's, and, in both places, by 1910, there had developed an
atmosphere of intense political excitement. In Vancouver, as in other
overseas Chinese communities and in China itself, the decade 1899-1901
witnessed a proliferation of newspapers associated with one or another
political group. In China intellectuals were forming "study societies" to
discuss China's problems and needs; the overseas version of the "study
society" was the "reading room" — found in Vancouver as in other overseas locales — where political literature about China was available and
where political discussions were held. Both in China and overseas, such
"study" and "reading" facilities were usually the basis of subsequent
political groups.
In Vancouver's Chinatown a newspaper war was raging by 1910.
Shortly after the reformers' Yat Sun Bo began publication, the bilingual
Wah Ying Y at Bo (Chinese-English Daily News) had appeared. Originally
Christian in ownership and interest, it gravitated into the hands of the
Empire Reform Association briefly and then to the Cheekongtong, where
it disappeared in 1908. In 1907 the Cheekongtong founded its own paper,
the Tax Hon Bo (to be known as the Tat Hon Rung Bo, or "Chinese
Times," after 1914, and still publishing in the 1970s). Revolutionary
sentiment found expression first in the Dai Luk Bo (Mainland Times),
published in Vancouver in 1908-09. Then, when Feng Tzu-yu, a follower
of Sun Yat-sen, became editor of the Cheekongtang's Tai Han Bo, he
turned that paper in the direction of the revolutionary cause. This was in
line with the growing support for Sun among Cheekongtong members,
whose North American Grandmaster had endorsed Sun's cause. During
Sun's second visit in 1910, therefore (and his third visit the following
year), the newspaper war in Vancouver was between the reformers' Y at
Sun Bo and the Cheekongtong's Tai Hon Bo.Q
Sun's visit in early 1911 was much more exciting than his two previous
ones had been. A crowd of 1,000 people met him at the railway station.
His daily lectures at the Chinese theatre on Canton Alley drew packed
audiences of 1,000 or more each time, including many who were not
sympathetic to the cause of revolution. 10 As Sun put it in a letter:
Since I arrived in Vancouver on the 8th, I have been royally received by all.
Every day I lecture at the [Cheekongtong] hall or the theatre to audiences
of 2-3,000. Even though it rains heavily there is unprecedented enthusiasm in
9
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Vancouver. If people feel this way, the success of the Revolution is inevitable.11
But Sun, the Cheekongtong and the Empire Reform Association did not
have the stage to themselves. The Qing dynasty — even the Empress
Dowager — had seen the inevitability of drastic reform, and the dynasty
wished to stay in power by leading the reform effort. It also wished to
have the support of the overseas Chinese. It therefore competed with the
reformers and revolutionaries in Chinatowns around the world. The Qing
government sent out investigating commissions to determine the economic
and political conditions of the Chinese abroad, and it followed these with
consulates in key cities. Thus, an investigating commission visited British
Columbia in 1900 and a consulate was established at Vancouver in 1908.
An educational commissioner, bent on encouraging Chinese education
abroad, visited Victoria in 1908. Meanwhile, the Qing government
offered investment inducements and official titles for sale to overseas
Chinese. 12 It is not known whether any Canadian Chinese responded.
T h e result of all this political competition and the political ferment
within China itself was a great intensification of the political aspects of
Chinese community life in Canada. If before Vancouver's Chinatown
had been only mildly "political," it now became exceedingly so.
Revolution did come to China, beginning 10 October 1911. In the
decade before that date there were many abortive revolutionary risings.
One of the last and most important of these took place near Canton at a
site later called Huang H u a Kang, on 29 March 1911. An attempted
coup on that date was discovered and ruthlessly suppressed by the Qing
government. Canada's Chinese provided the largest single overseas Chinese financial contribution (at least one third of the total) to the funding
of this rising, and most of that money came from Vancouver, Victoria
and smaller Chinese communities in B.C. 13 Today, the names of these
11
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communities and their Chinese organizations can be seen on the monument that commemorates this uprising. Vancouver's Chinese also contributed to the expenditures of the successful 1911 Revolution and the
early republic that followed it.
During the period 1911-1919 "Chinese politics" in Vancouver centred
upon the efforts of several groups to control the local Chinese Benevolent
Association (or CBA). Since the CBA was supposed to be the dominant
agency of internal control in the community as well as the community's
spokesman to white government and society, it was a prize worth competing for. One of the major competitors was the Chinese Nationalist League,
the Canadian branch of the Kuomintang ( K M T ) , which had been
organized in China as a post-revolutionary successor to Sun Yat-sen's
T'ung-meng Hui. The other major competitor was the Cheekongtong,
which was now registered in China as an open political party and, in
Canada, was becoming both a welfare association and a Chinese political
party. Increasingly, the Canadian Cheekongtong was now calling itself
the Chinese Freemasons. Allies in 1910-1911, t h e Cheekongtong and Sun's
revolutionaries were now on opposite sides both inside and outside of
China. Once the 1911 Revolution had taken place, Sun's associates had
founded the Kuomintang and, despite Sun's promises, the Cheekongtong,
which had contributed so much money to the 1911 Revolution, was to go
unrewarded, as Cheekongtong supporters saw it, for its efforts.14 Instead,
any benefits of the revolution were to go to the upstart K M T . There now
began in Canada a KMT-Freemason rivalry that was to last through the
1970s.
At odds with the K M T , the Freemasons now moved back into an
alliance with the Empire Reform Association, which had, since the overthrow of the Chinese Empire in 1912, changed its name to the Constitutional Party. But competition for dominance of the Vancouver CBA was
not merely between the K M T on one hand and the Freemason-Constitutionalist alliance on the other. "Clan" (same-surname) associations and
district (same home-region in China) associations also competed to dominate. The result was that in 1917 the Vancouver CBA constitution was
rewritten to allow for election of its leadership by a formula of proportional representation of district associations or, in other words, regional
merchant interest representation. Within a few years, however, an addi14

For the Cheekongtong version see Wong Sam-duck, Hongmen Geming Shi (Revolutionary history of the Hongmen) (n.p., 1936) and Lin Honggong, Jianadaren
fadong Xinhai Geming (Canadians' promotion of the 1911 revolution) (n.p., n.d.).
The Kuomintang interpretation is found in the writings of Feng Tzu-yu.

